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FLANNERY O'CONNOR'S IMAGES OF THE SELF
by
MICHAEL JOHN LEE
This study seeks from Flannery O 'C onnor's f i c t io n  th e  a u th o r 's  
im p lic i t  a t t i tu d e s  towards human n a tu re . S p e c if ic a l ly ,  i t  focuses upon 
what O'Connor f e l t  to  be th e  problem o f f in d in g  and m ain ta in ing  a human 
id e n t i ty  in  a de-humanizing w orld. By examining th e  images O'Connor 
uses to  describe  h e r c h a ra c te rs  and th e  ways in  which she has them p e r­
ceive  them selves and o th e rs , the  study f in d s  throughout her f i c t io n  a 
dominant theme. That theme i s  th a t  people d iscover th e i r  own id e n t i ty  
only when they  see them selves o r images o f them selves r e f le c te d  in  th e  
cond itio n  and experience o f  o th e r human beings. The r e s u l t  i s  an approach 
to  O 'Connor's f i c t io n  which d i f f e r s  g re a tly  from th e  th e o lo g ic a lly  o r i ­
ented approaches which have dominated O'Connor c r i t ic is m .
In  a v a r ie ty  o f h e r works O'Connor uses o b je c tiv e  d e sc r ip tio n s  
o f  people as anim als, machines, or i n e r t  o b je c ts . Chapter One shows how 
these  images e s ta b l is h  a world-view which reduces human behavior and iden­
t i t y  to  animal in s t in c t  o r  mechanical response. In  th i s  m ilie u  charac­
t e r s  must f in d  human id e n t i t i e s .  Chapter Two d iscu sses  how O 'Connor's 
c h a ra c te rs  p a r t ic ip a te  in  th i s  de-humanizing process by seeing them selves
v
in  terras o f o b je c ts  o r  p o s itio n s  which symbolize th e i r  s o c ia l  w orth, 
ra th e r  than in  human te rm s. Chapter Three shows c h a ra c te rs  f a i l in g  
to  r e a l iz e  th e i r  humanity even in  th e i r  s o c ia l  in te r a c t io n s .  Most o f 
them a c t ou t s o c ia l  ro le s  no t to  r e l a t e  to  one ano ther, bu t to  define  
them selves as d i f f e r e n t  from ( i . e .  b e t te r  than) one an o ther.
Chapter Four seeks to  e s ta b l is h  a working d e f in i t io n  o f '’grace*' 
in  O 'C onnor's w orld. This chap ter examines se v e ra l o f the  ep iphan ies 
in  her f i c t io n ,  and f in d s  th a t  her c h a ra c te rs  become most f u l l y  human 
when they p erce ive  images o f th e i r  e s s e n t ia l  u n ity  w ith o th e r  peop le— 
when they see th e i r  d if fe re n c e s  d is so lv e . In  sh o r t,  the  grace they  r e ­
ceive  i s  n o t d iv in e ly  in fu sed . R ather, i t  i s  a human p ro cess , invo lv ing  
a p e rso n 's  re la t io n s h ip s  w ith  o th e rs ,  r a th e r  than h is  o r  her p o s itio n  
w ith God o r in  th e  cosmos. F in a l ly ,  Chapter F ive examines O 'C onnor's 
two no v e ls , f in d in g  in  them the  images and themes d iscussed  in  the  f i r s t  
fo u r ch ap te rs , which d ea l m ainly w ith  the  s h o r te r  f i c t io n .  Wise Blood 
i s  seen to  be a novel whose hero f a i l s  to  f in d  a coherent human id e n t i ty  
because he f a i l s  to  seek th a t  id e n t i ty  in  h is  human re la t io n s h ip s .  The 
V io len t Bear I t  Away, by c o n tra s t ,  allow s i t s  main c h a ra c te r  the  chance 
to  redeem h im se lf, concluding as i t  does w ith  young Tarwater on th e  verge 
of a re tu rn  to  the  c i ty  w ith a new sense o f  h im self as p a r t  of the  human 
co n d itio n .
The b le ak ly  inhuman imagery which dominates O 'Connor's f i c t io n  
does no t in d ic a te  th a t  she f e l t  humans to  be doomed to a b e s t i a l  ex is ten ce  
u n le ss  they  shared  her own v is io n  o f God. R ather, th i s  imagery suggests  
what people make o f them selves when they  c u t them selves o f f  from th e i r  
fe llow s fo r  s o c ia l ,  economic, o r r e l ig io u s  reaso n s . By u n d ercu ttin g  th ese  
f a ls e  v is io n s  o f the  s e l f ,  and t»y im plying that grace op era tes  w ith in  a 
human co n tex t, O 'C onnor's f ic t io n  a ffirm s the  human s p i r i t  in  a world
whose in s t i tu t io n s  she f e l t  to  be in im ic a l to  th a t  s p i r i t .
INTRODUCTION
"Some people have the  n o tio n  th a t  you read  the  
s to ry  and then climb ou t of i t  in to  the  meaning, 
b u t fo r  the f i c t io n  w r i te r  h im se lf the  whole s to ry  
i s  the  meaning, because i t  i s  an experience, not 
an a b s tra c tio n .
In  th e  l i t t l e  over t h i r t y  y ears  s in ce  F lannery O'Connor pub lished
her f i r s t  p iece  o f f i c t io n ,  her c r i t i c s  have found embodied in  her works
an a rray  o f b e l ie f s  ranging from n ih ilism  to  orthodoxy, from Southern
2A grarianism  to  C h ris tia n  Humanism. But to  ap p ra ise  her work on th e  
b a s is  of an a b s tra c t  dogmatic co n ten t does an in ju s t ic e  to  h e r s k i l l  as 
a  w r i te r ,  and c r i t i c s  who see in  h e r work an "ism" o f some k ind  ignore 
what she saw as the  fundam ental aim o f f i c t io n .  As she h e r s e l f  s ta te d , 
" the  le a s t  common denominator of a l l  f ic t io n "  i s  i t s  concre ten ess . The 
good w r ite r  "appeals through th e  s e n s e s ," and "you cannot appeal to  the
F lannery O'Connor, "The N ature and Aim o f F ic t io n ,"  in  Mystery 
and Manners, ed. Robert and S a lly  F itz g e ra ld  (New York: F a r ra r , S tra u ss ,
and Giroux, 1969), p . 73*
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The e a r l i e s t  c r i t i c a l  assessm ents o f O 'C onnor's works were th a t  
they  were n i h i l i s t i c  o r d e te rm in is t ic . Cf. C arl Hartman, "Jesus W ithout 
C h r is t ,"  W estern Review, 17 (1932), pp. 76-82, and James Farnham, "The 
Grotesque in  Flannery O 'Connor," America, 103 (1961), pp. 277-81. Two 
c r i t i c s  who see in  O 'Connor's work th e  b e l ie f s  expressed by th e  Southern 
A grarians a re  P. A lbert Duhamel, "The N ov elis t as P ro p h e t,"  and C. Hugh 
Holman, "Her Rue With a D ifference : F lannery  O'Connor and the  Southern
L ite ra ry  T ra d i t io n ," both in  The Added Dimension, ed. Lewis Lawson and 
Melvin Friedman (New York: Fordham Univ. P re ss , 1961;), pp. 88-107 and
73-87. David E ggenschw iler's The C h r is tia n  Humanism of F lannery O'Con­
nor (D e tro it :  Wayne S ta te  Univ. P re s s , 19^8) p laces  O 'C onnor's work in
th e  t r a d i t io n  of C h ris tia n  e x i s t e n t i a l  humanism. F in a l ly ,  th e  v a s t num­
ber o f O 'C onnor's o th e r c r i t i c s  have seen her works as embodiments o f 
C h ris tia n  orthodoxy.
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senses w ith  a b s t r a c t io n s .” While O 'C onnor's own emphasis was u su a lly  
upon the  concre te  which embodies th e  a b s tr a c t ,  he r c r i t i c s  have tended 
to  emphasize the  a b s tra c tio n s  which they  f in d  embodied in  th e  concre te  
p a r t ic u la r s  o f h e r  s to r ie s .  This study w i l l  focus upon th e  concre te  
imagery o f O 'C onnor's f i c t io n .  From th e se  images I  w i l l  seek p a tte rn s  
which are rep ea ted  o fte n  enough to  be considered  as a prim ary source of 
meaning in  her f i c t io n a l  w orld. The p a t te rn s  o f imagery I  w i l l  d iscu ss  
do n o t re v e a l a r e l ig io u s  system to  which she may have subscribed . Rath­
e r ,  they r e f l e c t  an a t t i tu d e  toward human n a tu re  which may have derived  
more from the  w r i t e r 's  sub-conscious than  from her consciously  he ld  r e ­
l ig io u s  f a i t h .
In  examining th e  d e ta i l s  of O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n a l  w orld, I  w il l  
be is o la t in g  f o r  study a  p a r t ic u la r  k ind  o f imagery used by a l l  f i c t io n  
w r i te r s ,  th e  imagery o f the  s e l f .  By th i s  I  mean simply th e  ways in  
which the  w r ite r  p ro je c ts  p h y sica l and p sycho log ica l p ic tu re s  o f char­
a c te r s ,  and th e  ways in  which she has c h a ra c te rs  p ic tu re  them selves, o th ­
e r  people, and th e  o u ts id e  w orld. By examining th i s  k ind  o f  imageiy we 
can a r r iv e  a t  an id e a  o f the  w r i t e r 's  concept o f  th e  s e l f ;  we can know 
from the  f i c t io n  what she f e e l s  about human n a tu re  and i t s  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  
in  th e  n a tu ra l  w orld and in  so c ie ty . A very b r i e f  use o f t h i s  approach 
can be found in  David Eggenschw iler' s The C h ris tia n  Humanism o f Flannery 
O'Connor, when he sees in  one passage from "A Temple o f th e  Holy Ghost" 
an a u th o ria l  a t t i tu d e  toward human n a tu re  im p lic i t  in  the  mere d esc rip ­
t io n  o f an aged n u n 's  sm othering embrace o f a r e lu c ta n t  c h ild :
The n u n 's  a c tio n s  come from a f fe c t io n  and goodness, bu t they  are 
s t i l l  com ically  tin g ed  by th e  p h y sica l and em otional clum siness of 
being human. The s l ig h t  ambivalence toward such c h a ra c te rs  shows 
th a t  th e  au thor b e lie v e s  man to  be an amphibious c re a tu re : on the
■^O'Connor, "The Nature and Aim o f F ic t io n ,"  p . 67.
3one hand, an image o f  God, the  temple o f the Holy Ghost, an in ­
f i n i t e  and d iv in e  being; on th e  o th e r, a  defaced image, a ru ined  
tem ple, a grotesque fre a k , con tinuously  m u tila tin g  the  d iv in e  im­
age through h is  p rid e  and fe e l in g s  o f se lf-su ffic ien cy .* *
But E ggenschw iler's read ing  does no t always derive  from th e  t e x t ,  and h is  
o v e ra l l  assessm ent o f th e  s to ry  i s  th a t  i t  i s  a r e l ig io u s  a lle g o ry  p re­
sen ted  in  th e  form o f a sym bolic, n o t a c tu a l,  i n i t i a t i o n :
The c e n tr a l  theme o f  the  s to ry  i s  P a u l’s teach ing  th a t  man i s  a ta n -  
p le  o f th e  l iv in g  God. No m atte r how deformed in  body o r sou l, he 
i s  a h a b i ta t io n  of th e  S p i r i t .  The theme i s  developed p rim arily  
through th e  d isco v e rie s  o f a tw elv e-y ear-o ld  g i r l  who, in  a symbol­
ic  i n i t i a t i o n  in to  adulthood, le a rn s  th a t  th i s  le sso n  ap p lie s  even 
to  a  sideshow herm aphrodite, who becomes a sso c ia ted  w ith th e  sacra­
m ental presence o f C h ris t in  the  H ost.^
This c r i t i c ' s  c lo se  co n s id e ra tio n  o f  one paragraph o f th e  s to ry  i s  more 
i l lu m in a tin g  than h is  la rg e  statem ent about O 'Connor's theme and in te n t .  
To share in  O 'Connor's v is io n  of human n a tu re  as somehow "amphibious" i s  
more rewarding than  to  specu la te  th a t  she may have agreed w ith  S t .  Paul 
th a t  man i s  "a temple of th e  Holy G host." I f  th e  d is t in c t io n  seems a 
b i t  fo rced  w ith  th i s  example, i t  becomes c le a re r  and more com pelling 
when one considers  the  s to r y 's  sexual imagery. In  Chapter Three I  w i l l  
d iscu ss  in  d e ta i l  th e  sexual re fe ren c es  of th i s  s to ry , to  show th a t  the  
g i r l  f a i l s  to  be i n i t i a t e d  in to  an a d u lt r e a l i t y  c h a ra c te riz e d  by a d is ­
to r te d  and ambiguous sexual s tandard , and th a t  her "epiphany" a t  the  
s to r y 's  end i s  in  f a c t  a mock-epiphany p red ic a ted  upon th e  g i r l ' s  r e ­
t r e a t  to  th e  sa fe  and a b s tra c t  symbolism o f th e  In c a rn a tio n , r a th e r  than 
a su s ta in in g  in s ig h t  in to  her own sexual id e n t i ty .  Seen th i s  way, the 
s to ry  concerns th e  teach ings  o f S t. Paul only in  so f a r  as they have 
f i l t e r e d  down through the  ages to  fu r th e r  confuse a young g i r l ' s  con-
^Eggenschw iler, p . 21.
'>I b i d . , p . 20.
kcep t o f her own body. Throughout t h i s  study I  in ten d  to  use th i s  em­
p i r i c a l  approach to  O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n ,  to  f in d  in  her imagery h e r ans­
wer to  the  rh e to r ic a l  question  posed by one o f  h e r  c h a ra c te rs : "what i s
a  man?"
O'Connor was, o f  course , an avowedly C h ris tia n  w r ite r ,  one who 
f e l t  th a t  f i c t io n  could c a rry  a  message to  an audience. But to  in t e r ­
p re t  her work by connecting the  s p e c if ic s  o f a  s to ry  w ith  her known or 
assumed re l ig io u s  b e l ie f  i s  to  make a tremendous leap  from the c e r ta in  
to  the p o s s ib le . O'Connor knew th a t  the  modem w rite r  has no u n iv e rs a l ly  
recognized symbology to  connect th e  here w ith  th e  There, and th a t  her 
readers were fo r  th e  most p a r t  "hard o f hearing" and "alm ost b lin d "  to  
her re lig io u s  v is io n .^  Her p re s c r ip t io n  fo r  a w r i te r  who wants to  com­
municate w ith  such an audience i s  to  f in d  "one image th a t  w i l l  connect 
o r combine o r embody two p o in ts ; one i s  a p o in t in  the co n c re te , and 
the o th e r i s  a  p o in t n o t v is ib le  to  the  naked eye, bu t b e liev ed  in  by
7
him firm ly , j u s t  as r e a l  to  him, r e a l ly ,  as th e  one th a t  everybody se e s ."  
One reason  fo r  much o f the  d iscrepancy  o f in te rp r e ta t io n  o f O 'Connor's 
work i s  th a t  her read e rs  tend  to  focus on p o in ts  n o t v is ib le  to  the naked 
eye, namely h e r b e l ie f ,  r a th e r  than  on the  givens o f  her f i c t io n a l  w orld. 
The tendency has been to  s t r e s s  the  symbolic im port o f c h a ra c te rs , even ts, 
and o b je c ts  in  her f i c t io n ,  to  f in d  what C a rte r  M artin c a l l s  "the f in a l
Q
meaning" o f her s to r ie s  in  "a  plane above th e  n a tu ra l ."  Such c r i t ic is m  
assumes th a t  her re p re se n ta tio n s  o f extreme human behavior and p h y s ica l,
^O'Connor, "Some A spects o f th e  Grotesque in  Southern F ic t io n ,"  
in  Mystery and Manners, p . 50.
^ Ib id .,  p. U2.
C a rte r  M artin , The True Country (N ash v ille , Tenn.: V anderb ilt
Univ. P re ss , 1969), p . 137.
i?
s o c ia l ,  or p sycho log ica l a b e rra tio n s  are  metaphors fo r  p a r t i c u la r  r e ­
l ig io u s  in v e rs io n s . Thus, h e r f i c t io n  i s  commonly c a l le d  "sa c ram e n ta l,M 
and the  term  too  o f te n  means th a t  the  s to r ie s  a re  m echanical a l le g o r ie s .  
As a r e s u l t ,  c r i t i c s  o fte n  n e g le c t the  s ig n  i t s e l f  in  p u r s u i t  o f th e  
h igher (o r lower) r e a l i t y  s ig n if ie d .  But i f  O 'Connor’s own c r i t i c a l  
s tandards are  to  be taken  s e r io u s ly  i t  must be g ran ted  th a t  the  exper­
ience o f h e r f i c t io n  has as much to  do w ith  th e  perce ived  d e ta i l s  o f a 
work as w ith  th e  w ork 's  e x tra c ta b le  meaning, i f  in  f a c t  th e re  can be a 
d iv is io n  between th e  two. This study w i l l  co nsider th e  "meanings" o f 
O 'C onnor's s to r ie s ,  b u t only  to  th e  e x te n t th a t  meaning d e riv e s  from 
the  given d e t a i l s ,  and no t to  the  ex ten t th a t  meaning can be imposed 
upon them from a w orld o u ts id e  th e  f i c t io n .
In  an a ttem pt to  coun ter the  th r u s t  toward th e  extreme symbol- 
read ing  o f  O 'C onnor's c r i t i c s ,  Josephine Hendin goes to  th e  o th e r ex­
treme when she im plies  th a t  O 'C onnor's work i s  o b je c t iv i s t  o r im ag ist 
in  n a tu re . Hendin f a i l s  to  see how o b je c ts  and even ts a f f e c t  people in  
O 'C onnor's world when she s ta te s  th a t  "She c re a te d  an a r t  th a t  i s ,  in  
many in s ta n c e s , as em otionally  f l a t  as R o b b e -G r ille t 's ,  an a r t  where ob­
j e c t  and g es tu re  simply a re . In  F lannery  O 'C onnor's most pow erful f i c ­
t io n ,  to  paraphrase W illiam C arlos W illiam s, th e re  are no id e as  about 
th in g s , th e re  a re  only  the  th in g s  them selves."^  True, O'Connor r a r e ly  
in t e r j e c t s  d i r e c t  a u th o r ia l  remarks about h e r  c h a ra c te rs ; bu t i t  i s  
equally  c le a r  th a t  throughout h e r works we have much more than  "the  th in g s  
them selves."  In  "G reen leaf,"  f o r  in s ta n c e , we have th e  b u l l  i t s e l f ,  and 
then some. The b u l l  may n o t, as one c r i t i c  has suggested , "m etaphorical-
a
Josephine Hendin, The World o f F lannery  O'Connor (Bloomington, 
In d .:  In d ian a  Univ. P re ss , 1970), p . 23.
6ly  s tand  fo r  God as su re ly  as Zeus i s  h im self when he appears to  Europa 
10in  th e  same form ;" b u t O'Connor does d escrib e  th e  b u l l  chewing i t s
11cud "calm ly, l ik e  an uncouth country  s u i to r ."  Through her imagery, 
O'Connor makes h e r s e lf  f e l t  in  her f i c t io n ,  moreso than  Hendin would a l ­
low when she uses th e  e p i th e t  "em otionally  f l a t . "  What we have i s  a 
f i c t io n  la rg e ly  made up o f  concre te  d e t a i l s ,  b u t one which shapes those 
d e ta i l s  in to  a p e c u lia r  v is io n  o f  th e  world as au th o r, o b je c ts , and char­
a c te rs  c o n s tan tly  in te r a c t .  The p a r t i c u la r  d e ta i l s  o f th i s  in te ra c t io n  
convey her message, her v is io n ; and they  defin e  h e r f i c t io n  as h e r own, 
d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  of any w r i te r ,  Southern o r N orthern , C atho lic  o r 
non-C atho lic .
One problem which r e s u l t s  from attem pts to  l in k  r e l ig io u s  ab­
s tr a c t io n s  w ith  O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n a l  expression  i s  th a t  th e re  i s  an in ­
e v ita b le  gap between th e  th e o lo g ic a l language and th e  r e a l i t y  o f  the  
n a r ra t iv e  ev en ts . I f  a term norm ally used to  d escrib e  a re l ig io u s  con­
cep t i s  app lied  to  a given moment in  a  s to ry  in  which th a t  term i s  no t 
used, th e  term can e a s i ly  v io la te  th e  w r i t e r 's  conception o f th e  s to ry  
and m isd irec t th e  r e a d e r 's  understanding  o f i t .  In  s h o r t ,  c r i t i c s  who 
use th i s  p loy  begin  to  re -w r ite  the  f i c t io n .  In  O 'C onnor's s to r ie s  th e re  
are  many moments when c h a ra c te rs  experience change o f h e a r t  o r  mind, usu­
a l ly  a l l  o f a sudden. Given th e  a u th o r 's  avowed C ath o lic  orthodoxy, 
c r i t i c s  have n o t h e s ita te d  to  la b e l  th e se  moments as th e  working o f 
"grace" in  m en's h e a r ts .  But to  borrow th i s  th e o lo g ic a l concept w ithout 
a c lo se  d e f in i t io n  w ith in  th e  framework o f in d iv id u a l s to r ie s  o v ers im p li-
^M artin, p . 114.8 .
1 1Flannery  O'Connor, "G reen lea f," in  Flannery O'Connor, The Com­
p le te  S to r ie s  (New York: F a r ra r , S tra u ss , and Giroux, 1971), p . 312.
A ll q u o ta tio n s  from O 'C onnor's sh o rt s to r ie s  w i l l  be from th i s  e d itio n , 
and w i l l  be id e n t i f ie d  w ith in  the  te x t .
7f i e s  an im portan t is s u e . Such a loose a p p lic a tio n  o f term inology g ives 
a p a t su p e rn a tu ra l exp lanation  to  th e  question  o f what makes a  p e rso n 's  
consciousness o f s e l f  and o th e rs  change and develop. Because th e  prob­
lem looms so la rg e  in  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n ,  I  have devoted an e n t i r e  chap­
t e r  (Chapter Four) to  an exam ination o f those moments when her c h a ra c te rs  
experience what ha*? t r a d i t io n a l ly  been seen as an in fu s io n  of g race .
This chap ter i s  th e  fo c a l p o in t of my study , f o r  i t  addresses th e  most 
im portan t question  about a ch a ra c te r  in  f i c t io n  and about a person in  
l i f e :  how does one f in d  an id e n t i ty  as a human? Chapters One through
Three p repare  th e  groundwork fo r  th i s  c e n tra l  d iscu ss io n  by examining 
the various ways in  which O 'C onnor's c h a ra c te rs  f a i l  to  f in d  a human 
id e n t i ty .  In  Chapter One I  show how her o b je c tiv e  d e sc r ip tio n s  o f  char­
a c te rs  e s ta b l is h  a world-view which reduces human behav ior to  animal in ­
s t in c t  o r  m echanical im pulse. Chapter Two shows how c h a ra c te rs  p a r t i c i ­
pa te  in  th i s  de-humanizing process by seeing  them selves in  terms of sym­
b o lic  o b je c ts  o r s tances r a th e r  than  in  human term s. Chapter Three shows 
how ch a ra c te rs  f a i l  to  become human even in  t h e i r  s o c ia l  in te r a c t io n s ,  
fo r  they  p lay  s o c ia l  ro le s  n o t to  r e la te  to  one ano ther, bu t to  d e fin e  
them selves as d i f f e r e n t  from ( i . e . ,  b e t te r  than) one an o th er. Chapter 
Four w i l l  then aim toward a  working d e f in i t io n  o f  "grace" in  O 'C onnor's 
w orld, showing th a t  c h a ra c te rs  become most f u l l y  human, most f u l l y  them­
se lv e s , when they  see images of t h e i r  e s s e n t ia l  u n ity  w ith  o th e r peop le, 
when they  see th e i r  d if fe re n c e s  d is so lv e . F in a l ly ,  C hapter F ive i s  de­
voted to  extended read ings o f O 'C onnor's two n o v e ls , Wise Blood and The 
V iolent Bear I t  Away. This chap ter o f fe rs  a  glim pse in to  O 'C onnor's 
world on a more comprehensive sc a le , showing how themes and p a t te rn s  of 
imagery which she used throughout her s to r ie s  a re  developed in  u n if ie d  
v is io n s  o f a world which tends to  deny humans th e i r  goal o f  m ain tain ing
8a human id e n t i ty .
Because my study focuses upon c lu s te r s  and p a t te rn s  o f imagery,
I  w il l  n o t fo r  the  most p a r t  be o ffe r in g  c lo se  read ings o f p a r t ic u la r  
s to r ie s  as sep a ra te  u n i t s .  In s te a d , 1 w i l l  co n sid er p a r t ic u la r  s to r ie s  
and p a r ts  o f s to r ie s  as  they  r e l a t e  to  th e  la rg e r  c lu s te r s  of images be­
ing  considered in  a  given ch ap te r. My read ings of O 'C onnor's s to r ie s  
w i l l  show them to  be hum an-centered, and th u s  I  w i l l  be d ep artin g  from 
the  mainstream o f O'Connor c r i t ic i s m , which sees her work as th e o c e n tr ic . 
As I  w i l l  show, th e  prim ary f a i l u r e  o f most o f h e r c h a ra c te rs  i s  n o t a 
f a i lu r e  to  r e la te  to  God o r to  the  cosmos, b u t r a th e r  a f a i l u r e  to  d is ­
cover them selves in  t h e i r  r e la t io n s  w ith one an o ther. In  d esc rib in g  
the p a tte rn s  o f imagery I  f in d  in  O 'C onnor's work, and in  d iscu ssin g  
th e i r  human im p lic a tio n s , I  w i l l  be u sing  a term inology which th e  w r ite r  
h e r s e lf  might have found o b je c tio n a b le . When I  d iscu ss  such concepts as 
s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n  and se lf-im age I  am suggesting  th a t  a  new s e t  o f ab­
s tr a c t io n s  can be d eriv ed  from th e  co ncre te  images she c re a te d , a  s e t  
o f a b s tra c tio n s  which conforms to  th e  lo g ic  o f  h e r world more c lo se ly  
than do th e o lo g ic a l a b s tra c tio n s  o f p rev ious c r i t i c s .  Although th e  par­
t i c u la r  term s o f my own a b s tra c tio n s  m ight seem no th ing  more than  a  con­
temporary c o n s tru c t imposed upon th e  v is io n  o f an o ld e r w r i te r ,  I  would 
suggest th a t  O'Connor was a w r ite r  whose work lends i t s e l f  to  new and 
d if f e r e n t  modes o f d e sc rib in g  human experience . I f  h e r work could  be 
understood only  w ith in  th e  framework o f orthodox C h r is t ia n i ty —th a t  i s ,  
only through th e  language and experience o f a  p a r t i c u la r  r e l ig io u s  sys­
te m -th e n  h e r work would be sev e re ly  l im ite d . But I  w i l l  show in  th i s  
study th a t  her work d ea ls  w ith  human experience in  fundam ental and u n iv e r­
s a l  ways. And th u s , a  connection can w ell be made between the  human ex­
perience con tained  in  th e  f i c t io n  and a term inology which d esc rib es  th a t
human experience, even i f  th e  term inology was n o t a c c e ss ib le  to  the 
w r ite r .
CHAPTER I
FINDING GOOD MEN AND WOMEN:
OBJECTIVE IMAGES OF THE SELF
In  F lannery O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n  th e re  e x is t s  a  very  c lo se  r e l a ­
tio n sh ip  between o b je c tiv e  and su b je c tiv e  modes o f n a r ra t iv e  p re sen ta ­
t io n ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  in  th e  rendering  o f im ages. The sum o f those images 
of th e  s e l f  which are  recorded  by a non-dram atized n a r ra to r  c o n s ti tu te s  
a p e c u lia r  v is io n  o f humanity, which in  tu rn  can be seen as her f i c t i o n a l  
w o rld 's  standard; f o r  human behav io r. Taken to g e th e r , th e se  images are  
an extended metaphor f o r  th e  ex p ec ta tio n s  th e  world has f o r  human na­
tu re .  The ex p ec ta tio n s  a re  low: th e  people d escribed  by th e  bulk o f
O 'Connor's o b je c tiv e ly  rendered  images o f th e  s e l f  resem ble machines and 
anim als more than  peop le . When they  do resem ble humans th ey  appear more 
l ik e  ch ild re n  th an  a d u lts ,  more dead than  a l iv e .  The e x te n t to  which 
her c h a ra c te rs  a re  d escribed  in  non-human o r b a re ly  human term s m ight 
suggest th a t  O'Connor h e r s e l f  denies th a t  th e se  c h a ra c te rs  can a t t a in  
human id e n t i ty .  Her w orld seems to  be th e  end-product o f some v a s t de­
humanizing p rocess which has l e f t  i t s  in h a b ita n ts  trapped , d riven , 
chased, and able to  a c t on ly  ou t of animal i n s t i n c t ,  m echanical im pulse, 
o r c h i ld is h  whim. There seems to  be no p o s s ib i l i ty  f o r  human growth o r 
development.
But I  th in k  th e se  images suggest more th a t  O'Connor saw in  th e
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modern world and i t s  in s t i tu t i o n s  a  p ervasive  tendency toward a  d e n ia l 
o f human id e n t i ty .  The images her n a r ra to r s  use in d ic a te  a  red u c tiv e  
id e n t i ty  th e  w orld would impose upon a l l  h e r c h a ra c te rs . 1 say th i s  
because the  absence o f human id e n t i ty  i n  h e r  f i c t i o n  i s  only  apparen t.
In  f a c t ,  h e r world i s  no t s t a t i c ,  and c h a ra c te rs  are n o t p resen ted  as 
pre-form ed e n t i t i e s  who have no power to  determ ine th e  k inds of people 
they w i l l  become. There i s  a  dynamic r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  ways 
in  which they  see them selves and o th e rs ,  and th e  degree to  which they  
r e a l iz e  a human p o te n t ia l  by transcend ing  th e  l im ita t io n s  o f a  w orld 
whose tendency i t  i s  to  deny th e  human elem ent, even in  th e  most funda­
m entally  human re la t io n s h ip s .  This c o r re la t io n  i s  m irro red  in  th e  way 
in  which su b je c tiv e  images o f th e  s e l f  r e la te  to  o b je c tiv e  images. When 
ch a ra c te rs  see them selves and o th e rs  in  le s s  than  f u l ly  human term s they 
lo se  t h e i r  claim  to  human selfhood by acceding to  th e  ex p ec ta tio n s  o f  a 
de-humanizing m ilie u , by accepting  th e  an im a l-lik e  o r  m ach ine-like  id en ­
t i t y  th e i r  w orld would impose upon th en . Most o f  O 'C onnor's c h a ra c te rs  
do f a i l  in  th i s  way. But th e re  are  in  h e r f i c t i o n  enough excep tions to  
the ru le  to  suggest th a t  f a i l u r e  i s  n o t in e v i ta b le ,  th a t  h e r o b je c tiv e  
images o f th e  s e l f  do no t preclude human id e n t i ty .  R ather, th e se  images 
underscore th e  d i f f i c u l ty  o f a t ta in in g  and m ain ta in ing  human selfhood  
in  a w orld which responds only  to  anim al, m echanical, o r  c h ild is h  behav- 
io r .
In  th i s  chap ter 1 w i l l  focus upon those  o b je c tiv e ly  rendered  im­
ages which 1 th in k  c o n s ti tu te  the  de-humanized norm, o r more p re c is e ly  
the n eg a tiv e  model f o r  th e  s e l f  which O 'C onnor's world works to  impose 
upon in d iv id u a l c h a ra c te rs . These images f a l l  in to  th re e  main ca teg o r­
ie s :  images o f  people as m achines, anim als, o r  i n e r t  o b je c ts ; images
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of ad u lts  as c h ild re n ; and images o f l iv in g  people as dead o r  dying 
th in g s . In  each case 1 w i l l  show th a t  a  p a r t i c u la r  c h a ra c te r  f a i l s  
to  become human because he o r  she f a i l s  to  f in d  a  human medium through 
which he o r  she can e s ta b l is h  an id e n t i ty  which tran scen d s th e  red u c tiv e  
id e n t i ty  th e  w orld would impose.
2
O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n  ren d ers  human id e n t i ty  tenuous more through 
i t s  rep ea ted  use o f  animal and m echanical images to  d esc rib e  c h a ra c te rs  
than through th e  extreme a c ts  th o se  c h a ra c te rs  perform . Donald Lee 
Gregory n o te s  th a t  in  Wise Blood O'Connor p re se n ts  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  h e r 
c h a ra c te rs  " in  imagery which s tro n g ly  suggests  th a t  they  a re  in escap ­
ably trapped  in  t h e i r  r o le s ,  indeed  th a t  they  resem ble anim als in  t h i s  
entrapm ent."^ The p o in t i s  t r u e  no t only  of h e r  f i r s t  no v e l, b u t o f  
most o f h e r  subsequent f i c t i o n  as w e ll. Perhaps because o f  h e r l a t e r  
in te r e s t  in  th e  w ritin g s  o f  T e ilh a rd  deC hardin, a  few o f O 'C onnor's 
c r i t i c s  have seen th e  animal imagery in  th e se  works as an in d ic a tio n  o f 
h er own th in k in g  about th e  su b je c t o f  human e v o lu tio n . Dorothy W alters, 
f o r  in s ta n c e , w r ite s  th a t  " th e  a ll-p e rv a s iv e  re fe re n c e s  to  th e  animal 
kingdom suggest th a t  man must e i th e r  transcend  th e  human le v e l  o r  f a l l  
back to  some e a r l i e r  s tag e  in  th e  ev o lu tio n ary  p ro c e s s ."  Aside from 
the  f a c t  th a t  b e l ie f  in  a re v e rse  ev o lu tion  i s  in c o n s is te n t  w ith  C h ard in 's  
fo c a l thane — th a t  mankind i s  c o n tin u a lly  p ro g ress in g  toward an "Omega
1
Donald Lee Gregory, An In te rn a l  A nalysis o f th e  F ic t io n  of 
Flannery O'Connor. U npublished D is se r ta tio n , 1967, p . 9.
p
Dorothy W alters, F lannery  O'Connor (New Yorks Twayne P u b lish e rs , 
1975), p . 52. C f. a lso  P res to n  Browning, F lannery  O'Connor (Carbondale,
111 .: Southern 111. Univ. P re s s , \97h)t p . 29. Browning s ta t e s  th a t
Enoch Emery "becomes" an anim al, th a t  he ta k es  a  backward s te p  on th e  
evo lu tio n ary  la d d e r .
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P o in t"  — th i s  read ing  i s  q u estio n ab le  because o f  th e  very  e x ten t o f 
th e  animal and m echanical im agery. O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n  p o s i ts  no e i t h e r /  
o r p ro p o s itio n ; none o f h e r c h a ra c te rs  i s  given th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  
"transcend  th e  human l e v e l ."  On th e  co n tra ry , th o se  c h a ra c te rs  who 
consciously  attem pt to  transcend  th e i r  humanity by r i s in g  above th e i r  
human id e n t i t i e s  o r  by denying th a t  id e n t i ty  to  o th e rs  become th e  most 
an im al-lik e  o r  th e  most m echanical. In  a  sense what h e r c h a ra c te rs  must 
do i s  evolve toward human s ta tu s ,  beyond th e  non-human co n d itio n  imposed 
upon then  by a  w orld which has l o s t  i t s  c ap a c ity  to  respond to  th e  human.
A p o in t  Louis Bubin makes about Enoch Emery (Wise Blood) o f f e r s  
a v a l id  in s ig h t  in to  th e  purpose o f O 'C onnor's anim al and m echanical 
imagery o f  th e  s e l f .  Bubin says th a t  " i t  i s  only  when Enoch s te a l s  th e
g o r i l l a  s u i t  and comes ou t to  f r ig h te n  th e  spooning couple th a t  he i s
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ab le  to  evoke any s o r t  o f human response to  h is  e x is te n c e ."  T y p ica lly , 
c h a ra c te rs  in  t h i s  f i c t i o n a l  w orld see them selves and o th e rs  as anim als 
o r  m achines, and th e  o b je c tiv e ly  rendered  imagery o f  th e  s to r ie s  under­
sco res  t h i s  red u c tiv e  and dehumanizing v is io n . Because people in v a r i ­
ab ly  expect o th e rs  to  a c t as an im als, o r  t r e a t  one ano ther as though 
they  were inanim ate o b je c ts  o r  i r r a t i o n a l  fo rc e s ,  humans a re  in e v ita b ly  
trapped  in to  f ix e d  ro le s  o r  behav ior p a t te rn s ,  w ith  many f in d in g  a  t ru e  
breakthrough on ly  w ith  death  o r  through a  v io le n t ly  i r r a t i o n a l  response 
to  a  world which has grown b lin d  to  b a s ic  human g e s tu re s . Death and 
v io len ce , though, a re  n o t th e  on ly  o u t l e t s .  Some o f O 'C onnor's charac­
t e r s  do s tru g g le  to  become human, r e je c t in g  th e  b e s t i a l  o r  m echan istic
^Louis Bubin, "F lannery O'Connor And The B ib le  B e l t ,"  in  The 
Added Dimension ed . Melvin Friedman and Lewis Lawson (New York: Fordham
Univ. P re s s , 1966), p . 37.
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behavior which i s  th e  norm.^ Few succeed, and most who do su rv ive  th e  
s tru g g le  do so in  th e  face  o f a  s h a tte r in g  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  they  have 
in  th e  p a s t m ain tained  no recogn izab ly  human id e n t i ty .  But th e  f a i l ­
u re s  and th e  reasons f o r  f a i l u r e  a re  re v e a lin g , f o r  they  im ply th e  pos­
s i b i l i t y  o f success and they  suggest th e  means to  a t t a in  balanced s e l f ­
hood d e sp ite  th e  odds.
Two o f th e  s to r ie s ,  •'The R iver" and "The Lame S h a ll E n ter F i r s t , "  
use non-human images o f  th e  s e l f  to  show th a t  one means o f  breaking ou t 
o f th e  de-humanizing p a t te rn s  o f e x is ten ce  i s  to  embrace death  as th e  
u ltim a te  s ign  th a t  o n e 's  l i f e  has m a tte red . Both s to r ie s  have ch ild ren  
commit su ic id e  r a th e r  than  continue to  l i v e  in  a world which denies 
them what they  need to  become in d iv id u a liz e d  se lv e s . E arly  in  th e  f i r s t  
s to ry , Harry A sh fie ld  i s  d escribed  as an animal d e s tin e d  fo r  th e  slaugh­
t e r :  he seems "mute and p a t ie n t  l i k e  an o ld  sheep w aitin g  to  be l e t
o u t."  Addressed by h is  f a th e r ,  "he jumped as i f  he had been s h o t."  The 
image o f th e  c h i ld  as p ass iv e  v ic tim  echoes th e  opening p a rag rap h 's  de­
s c r ip t io n  o f th e  p ass iv e  boy being m anipulated by h is  p a re n ts :
The c h ild  stood  glum and limp in  th e  m iddle o f th e  dark l iv in g  room 
w hile h is  f a th e r  p u lle d  him in to  a p la id  c o a t. H is r ig h t  aim was 
hung in  th e  s leev e  but th e  f a th e r  bu ttoned  th e  coat anyway and pushed 
him forw ard toward a  p a le  sp o tte d  hand th a t  stuck  through th e  h a l f ­
open door.
'He a i n ' t  f ix e d  r i g h t , '1 a  loud  voice sa id  from th e  h a l l .
'W ell then  f o r  C h r is t 's  sake f i x  h im ,' th e  f a th e r  m uttered .
(p . 157)
T reated l ik e  an anim al, Harry expects to  f in d  k in sh ip  w ith  anim als. When 
he i s  in v i te d  to  see some p ig s , he imaginesthem to  be "sm all f a t  pink 
animals w ith  c u rly  t a i l s  and round g rinn ing  fa c e s  and bow t i e s "  (p . 161).
^Hendin, p . k9 m istaken ly  suggests  th a t  O'Connor sees human na­
tu re  to  be b e s t i a l  because th e re  i s  so much animal im agery in  h e r works.
But the  harsh  r e a l i t y  o f th e  p ig s  trau m atizes  him; and when Mrs. Connin 
makes a connection between th e  p ig  w ith  th e  to rn  e a r  and Mr. P a ra d ise , 
Harry begins to  b e liev e  l i t e r a l l y  in  a r e la t io n s h ip  between anim als and 
people. This b e l ie f  i s  b o ls te re d  by th e  p ic tu re -b o o k  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f 
Jesus d riv in g  th e  p ig s  o u t o f  th e  possessed  man, an image which suggests 
to  th e  boy th a t  Jesus i s  th e  a n t i th e s i s  o f th e  hum an/bestia l l i f e  he 
has known.
H a rry 's  su b je c tiv e  images o f  people as anim als a re  re in fo rc e d  by 
th e  s to r y 's  o b je c tiv e  images o f people as anim als, m achines, and in e r t  
o b je c ts . Mrs. Connin i s  re p ea ted ly  described  as a  walking sk e le to n , th e  
preacher as being a l l  bone and as look ing  l i k e  th e  red  c lay  around him, 
and Mr. P arad ise  as a s to n e . H arry, in  sh o r t ,  l i v e s  in  a  world which- 
would deny him a  human id e n t i ty .  At Mrs. C onnin 's house he sees two 
p ic tu re s  which re p re se n t th e  cho ices he i s  given in  h is  q u est f o r  an 
id e n t i ty .  One o f th e  p ic tu re s  i s  "of a man whose eyebrows dashed ou t o f  
two bushes o f h a i r  and c lashed  in  a  heap on th e  b ridge  o f h is  nose; th e  
r e s t  of h is  face  stuck o u t l i k e  a  bare  c l i f f  to  f a l l  from" (p . 160).
This h a rd ly  human v isag e  i s  c o n tra s te d  w ith  th e  s u r r e a l i s t i c  v e rs io n  o f  
a human being cap tured  in  th e  p ic tu re  o f  C h r is t:  "Bevel tu rn ed  from Mr.
Connin to  a  co lo red  p ic tu re  over th e  bed o f  a man w earing a  w hite  sh e e t. 
He had long h a i r  and a  gold  c i r c le  around h is  head and he was sawing 
on a board w hile some c h ild re n  stood  watching him" (p . 161)• The p ic ­
tu re  o f C h ris t appeals to  Harry; t h i s  being who d r iv e s  p ig s  ou t o f  peo­
p le  a lso  seems to  accep t c h ild re n . Thus when he re tu rn s  to  th e  r iv e r  
f o r  good, he i s  seeking th e  le s s  th re a te n in g  id e n t i ty  o f th e  images o f 
C h ris t he has seen, an id e n t i ty  which he s im p l is t ic a l ly  b e lie v e s  i s  to  
be found in  a b e t te r  w orld beneath th e  w ate rs . In sp ire d  by th e  p reach -
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e r 's  a s s e r tio n  th a t  immersion w i l l  make him “c o u n t,“ and re p e lle d  by th e  
po rcine  image o f  Mr. P a ra d ise , Harry e n te rs  th e  r iv e r  to  d riv e  th e  p ig  
ou t o f h im se lf and to  a l t e r  th e  sub-human id e n t i ty  imposed upon him by 
h is  fam ily .
H a rry 's  d isca rd in g  o f h is  o ld  id e n t i ty  to  seek a  new one, h is  
lo s s  o f th e  s e l f  to  f in d  a  s e l f ,  i s  a f u t i l e  and extreme g es tu re  in  r e ­
sponse to  th e  r e je c t io n  he f e e l s  from h is  debauched p a re n ts  and th e  sa­
d i s t i c  ch ild re n  who torm ent him. In  “The Lame S h a ll E n ter F i r s t , "  anoth­
e r c h ild , H orton, lo s e s  h is  l i f e  in  an a ttem pt to  gain  something l i f e  
has denied him, namely a  sense of h i s  own worth as a  human being . The 
s i tu a t io n  i s  s im ila r :  th e  c h i ld  i s  denied  th e  b a s ic  n u rtu r in g  necessary
to  su s ta in  human id e n t i ty .  The c h ild  k i l l s  h im se lf , n o t to  f le e  h is  
human e x is te n c e , bu t r a th e r  to  search d e sp e ra te ly  f o r  some token th a t  
h is  ex is ten ce  m a tte rs .
Norton i s  f re q u e n tly  described  in  non-human term s. S i t t in g  alone 
in  th e  house, “He sq u a tted  m o tion less  l i k e  a  la rg e  p a le  f ro g  in  th e  m idst 
o f th i s  p o te n t ia l  garden" (p . 1+52). When confron ted  by Johnson, a  more 
powerful animal f ig u re ,  Norton i s  rendered  t o t a l l y  p a s s iv e : “He ^John­
son? stood  th e re  l i k e  an i r a t e  drenched crow. H is look went through th e  
c h ild  l i k e  a p in  and para lyzed  him" (p . 1+53) • O rdered about by Johnson, 
th e  c h ild  moves “l i k e  a  m echanical to y , pushed in  th e  r ig h t  d ire c tio n "
(p . 1+53). F in a l ly ,  Norton i s  shown to  have reg re ssed  to  th e  le v e l  o f  a  
most p r im itiv e  l i f e - fo rm  when he h id es  in  th e  womb-like c lo s e t ,  wrapped 
in  h is  dead m o th e r 's  co a t: “He ^Sheppard? p u lle d  i t  open roughly  and
winced as i f  he had seen th e  la rv a  in s id e  a  cocoon. Norton stood in  i t ,  
h is  face  swollen and p a le ,  w ith  a  drugged look o f  m isery  on i t "  (p . 1+57). 
These im ages, in  con junction  w ith  N o rto n 's  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  g e s tu re s ,
hoarding and counting money and s tu f f in g  food down h is  th ro a t  on ly  to  
s p i t  i t  up und igested , suggest h is  complete la ck  o f  human growth. Be­
cause o f h is  m o th e r 's  death and h is  f a t h e r 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  supply  th e  
love she gave, Norton i s  pow erless to  become th e  s e l f  he could have 
been. Because he cannot f in d  a  human id e n t i ty  sep a ra te  from th a t  of 
h is  m other, Norton searches through th e  te le sco p e  and f i n a l l y  f l i e s  
" in to  space ,"  n o t to  f in d  th e o lo g ic a l o r  s c i e n t i f i c  t r u th s ,  b u t r a th e r  
to  rega in  th e  only  human id e n t i ty  he has ever known. In  h is  in s t in c t iv e
s tru g g le  to  become human, th e  p ass iv e  c h i ld 's  only means i s  to  jo in  h is
. •>
l o s t  mother in  death .
Rufus Johnson a lso  la c k s  a m other, b u t th e  la ck  o f  human love in  
h is  l i f e  has a  d i f f e r e n t  e f f e c t  upon him than  upon Norton: Rufus e s tab ­
l is h e s  and m ain ta in s an id e n t i ty  by o b je c tify in g  h is  s e l f  in  h is  most 
id e n t i f ia b le  member, h i s  club fo o t .  He sees th e  fo o t  "as i f  i t  were a 
sacred  o b je c t"  (p . h$9),  and allow s th a t  o b je c t to  d efin e  th e  s e l f  he 
w il l  p ro je c t to  th e  w orld. Sheppard wrongly a sc r ib e s  R u fu s 's  m isch ief 
to  "compensation fo r  th e  f o o t ."  R ather, th e  behavior i s  a r e a l iz a t io n  
o f what the fo o t  symbolizes to  Rufus h im se lf , h is  own k in sh ip  w ith  S atan , 
and o f what i t  comes to  symbolize to  th e  red d e r, an animal a sp ec t of th e  
human s e l f .  The fo o t i s  described  as though i t  were a  g ro tesque animal 
ad junct o f th e  boy: "The le a th e r  p a r te d  from i t  in  one p la c e  and th e
end o f an empty sock p ro tru d ed  l i k e  a grey tongue from a  severed  head"
(p . i^O) j "he removed th e  o ld  shoe as i f  he were sk inn ing  an animal 
s t i l l  h a l f  a l iv e "  (p . 1:70). Sheppard would a l t e r  th e  s e l f  th e  boy has 
c rea ted  by rep la c in g  th e  t a t t e r e d  shoe w ith  one th a t  w i l l  b e t t e r  d is ­
gu ise th e  f o o t 's  g ro tesque defo rm ity . The shoe he o f fe r s  would tr a n s ­
form th e  animal in to  th e  m echanical: " I t  was a  b lack  s l ic k  shap e less
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o b je c t, sh in ing  h ideously . I t  looked l i k e  a  b lu n t weapon, h ig h ly  po l­
ished" (p . 1*70). But Rufus r e je c t s  th e  new shoe, and th u s  r e j e c t s  what . 
Sheppard sees as h is  human p o te n t ia l .  His p re fe r re d  d ev ian t and animal­
i s t i c  behavior d e f ie s  th e  a r t i f i c i a l  and m echanical id e n t i ty  o ffe re d  by 
Sheppard and symbolized by th e  brace shop w herein th e  s o c ia l  worker 
seeks to  remake th e  a lread y  d is to r te d  s e l f  o f  th e  boy:
The brace shop was a sm all co ncre te  warehouse l in e d  and stacked  
w ith  th e  equipment o f  a f f l i c t i o n .  Wheel c h a irs  and w alkers covered 
most o f th e  f lo o r .  The w a lls  were hung w ith  every k ind  o f  c ru tch  
and b race . A r t i f i c i a l  lim bs were stacked  on th e  sh e lv es , le g s  and 
arms and hands, claws and hooks, s tra p s  and human h arn esses  and 
u n id e n tif ia b le  in strum en ts  f o r  unnamed d e fo rm itie s , (p . 1*69)
I f  s o c ia l  i n s t i tu t i o n s  o f f e r  no more than  m echanical dev ices to  " c o rre c t"  
human d e fo rm itie s  and by in fe re n c e , human behav io r, Rufus w il l  have no 
p a r t  o f them. He sees extreme behav io r, an im a l-lik e  and s a ta n ic ,  as a 
v iab le  response to  a world which w i l l  recognize th e  i d e n t i t i e s  only  o f 
those whose g e s tu re s  shock i t  in to  re c o g n itio n .
In  i t s  p o r tra y a l o f  Sheppard, the  c e n tra l  c h a ra c te r , th e  s to r y 's  
animal and m echanical imagery works most f u l l y  to  convey th e  theme o f th e  
de-humanized s e l f .  Throughout the  s to ry , Sheppard i s  a s so c ia te d  w ith
th ings m echanical: th e  te le sc o p e , th e  m icroscope, and th e  p ro s th e t ic
device. He i s  re p e lle d  by N orton 's  animal fu n c tio n s  and by h i s  human r e ­
sponses, and he seeks to  transform  R u fu s 's  a n im a lis tic  behavior in to  i t s  
q u a n tita t iv e  p o te n t ia l ,  f o r  he i s  most im pressed w ith  R u fu s 's  I .Q . o f 
1l*0. Sheppard 's rep ea ted  response to  Norton i s  to  d is ta n c e  h im se lf from 
the  b o y 's  needs by e x e rc is in g  m ach ine-like  c o n tro l over th e  very  p rocess 
o f looking a t  him: "He appeared so f a r  away th a t  Sheppard m ight have
been looking a t  him through th e  wrong end o f th e  te le sco p e"  (p . l*60)j
"Norton s a t  up and beckoned to  him. He saw th e  c h i ld  bu t a f te r  th e  f i r s t
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in s ta n t ,  he d id  n o t l e t  h is  eyes focus d i r e c t ly  on him'1 (p . 1*69). F in­
a l ly ,  he i s  described  as being unable to  c o n tro l e x te rn a l co n d itio n s , as 
being b u ffe te d  by fo rc e s  he seeks to  co n ta in  through understand ing , bu t 
cannot: "Sheppard s a t  h e lp le s s  and m ise rab le , l i k e  a  man la sh ed  by some
elem ental fo rc e  o f n a tu re "  (p . 1*1:7); MHe f e l t  a  momentary d u ll  d esp a ir  
as i f  he were faced  w ith  some elem ental warping o f  n a tu re  th a t  had hap­
pened too long ago to  be c o rre c te d  now" (p . 1*50); "He had a sen sa tio n  
o f d riv in g  a  ca r w ithou t brakes" (p . 1*62). These images a re  follow ed 
by two which suggest th a t  Sheppard has f a i l e d  m iserab ly  in  h is  attem pt 
to  change Rufus, and th a t  Rufus has i a . f a c t  changed Sheppard: "He
turned  and je rk e d  h is  arm a t  Sheppard and Sheppard jumped up and follow ed 
him as i f  th e  boy had yanked an in v is ib le  le a sh "  (p . 1*66); "Sheppard 
pretended no t to  n o tic e  bu t one look to ld  him what he a lready  knew, th a t  
he was trapped" (p . i*7l*). In  sh o r t, Sheppard has been anim alized  by th e  
boy he had attem pted to  mechanize. The imagery suggests th a t  h is  funda­
m ental human e r ro r  i s  one common to  many o f N athan ie l Haw thorne's char­
a c te rs :  he attem pts to  a l t e r  human n a tu re  by try in g  to  transform  both
Norton and Rufus in to  m echanical p rocesses r a th e r  than  recogn izing  and 
accepting th e i r  human p o te n t ia l  f o r  good and e v i l .  Furtherm ore, th e  
imagery emphasizes h is  in e v ita b le  f r u s t r a t io n ,  h is  t o t a l  in a b i l i t y  to  im­
pose h is  form o f o rd er upon th e  dual human responses embodied in  th e  
two boys.
In  th e  f i n a l  fo u r paragraphs O'Connor u ses imagery p a t te rn s  a l ­
ready e s ta b lis h e d  throughout th e  s to ry  to  embody Sheppard 's r e a l iz a t io n  
th a t  he has f a i l e d ,  and to  suggest th e  reasons why. His r e a l iz a t io n  comes 
in  response to  Johnson 's  f i n a l  th r e a t ,  th a t  th e  w orld i s  c o n tro lle d  by 
animal fo rc e s  r a th e r  than  by in t e l l e c tu a l  o r  m echanical fu n c tio n s : "The
la m e 'l l  c a rry  o f f  th e  p r e y .” Sheppard 's i n i t i a l  response i s  r a t io n a l  
and le g a l i s t i c .  Three tim es he re p e a ts  h is  defense: ”i  have no th ing  to  
reproach m yself w ith  . . .  1 d id  more f o r  him than  I  d id  f o r  my own 
c h ild ” (p . 1*81). The defense , though, i s  in  f a c t  th e  p ro secu tio n , " the  
voice o f h is  a c c u se r;” and Sheppard accedes to  th e  v e rd ic t  o f  h is  own 
g u i l t ,  w ith  th e  image o f a  f u l l y  humanized Norton p rov id ing  th e  f i n a l  
th read  o f damning evidence: "N orton 's  face  ro se  befo re  him, empty, f o r ­
lo rn , h is  l e f t  eye l i s t i n g  alm ost im percep tib ly  toward th e  o u te r  rim as 
i f  i t  could no t bear a f u l l  view o f g r i e f ” (p . U81). Sheppard had p re ­
v iously  been r e p e l le d  by a  v is io n  o f  h im se lf r e f le c te d  in  R u fu s 's  gaze: 
"The boy 's  eyes were l i k e  d is to r t in g  m irro rs  in  which he saw h im se lf 
made hideous and g ro tesque” (p . U7U). He had been ab le  to  suppress th a t  
image of h im se lf as an anim al; bu t th e  p re se n t image o f N orto n 's  human 
face  causes Sheppard to  see h im se lf as having ac ted  a n im a lis t ic a l ly .  He 
now ap p lie s  th e  metaphor o f feed in g  to  h im se lf: "He had s tu f fe d  h is  own 
emptiness w ith good works. He had igno red  h is  own c h i ld  to  feed  h is  
v is io n  o f h im se lf"  (p . U81). The v is io n  a l t e r s  Sheppard 's p e rce p tio n s  
o f h im se lf, allow ing him to  beg in  to  become human. The a b s tr a c t  m ysti­
ca l language o f th e  p enu ltim ate  paragraph i s  lin k e d  w ith  concre te  terms 
o f human experience. Concepts l i k e  " tra n s fu s io n  o f l i f e , "  " s a lv a t io n ,” 
and tran sfo rm atio n  a re  defined  w ith in  th e  human con tex ts  o f “agonizing 
lo v e ,"  o f  S heppard 's groaning w ith  jo y , and o f h is  becoming m other and 
fa th e r  to  th e  c h ild . Sheppard 's re so lv e  to  k is s  th e  c h i ld  he has ignored  
fo r  so long in d ic a te s  th a t  he has begun to  overthrow  h is  animal and 
m echanical responses, th a t  he i s  ready to  be "redeemed" in to  th e  human 
s e l f  he has u n t i l  now obscured.
The s to r y 's  f in a l  paragraph underscores th e  dangers o f becoming
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human, o f defying th e  w o rld 's  sub-human e x p ec ta tio n s . Sheppard has j u s t  
seen th a t  h is  human m ission  i s  to  absolve N o rto n 's  g r ie f  over h is  m o th er 's  
death . With th e  death  o f Norton, Sheppard must now experience h is  own 
g r ie f .  Animal fo rc e s  s t i l l  c h a ra c te r iz e  th e  w orld th e  boy has l e f t  be­
h ind : th e  su rv iv o r fa c e s  " the  edge o f a  p i t "  and "a  ju n g le  o f  shadows."
The f a l l e n  tr ip o d  and te le sc o p e , k icked  over by th e  boy in  h is  quest 
fo r  a human id e n t i ty ,  symbolize th e  in e ffe c tiv e n e s s  o f s c i e n t i f i c  and 
m echanical means o f o rd erin g  th e  chaos o f th e  ju n g le . The questio n  o f 
how Sheppard w il l  confron t th e  f u l l e s t  t e s t  o f h is  humanity i s  l e f t  un­
answered; bu t we do know th a t  h is  o ld  answers, th e  p a t form ulas he had 
o ffe red  h is  son to  d ea l w ith human g r i e f ,  w il l  no lo n g e r s u f f ic e  fo r  
Sheppard. His pa th  to  " sa lv a tio n "  must le a d  him in to  th e  p i t  o f human­
i t y ,  and n o t around th e  ju n g le  o f human sorrow . One c r i t i c  a s se sse s  th e  
s to iy  as "a  s te rn  ind ic tm en t o f a  so c ie ty  which lo c a te s  i t s  v a lu es  w ith­
in  a s t r i c t l y  human m atrix ;" '*  and ano ther s ta te s  th a t  "Sheppard 's m is­
guided estrangem ent from h is  own c h i ld  i s  symbolic o f  h is  g re a te r  e s tran g e ­
ment from G o d . B u t  I  th in k  th e se  views igno re  th e  s to r y 's  b a s ic  theme 
as i t  i s  conveyed through th e  imagery we have examined. That thane i s  
th a t  one must lo c a te  o n e 's  v a lues  "w ith in  a human m a tr ix ,"  making c e r ta in  
th a t  those v a lues  a re  genuinely  human. To reach f o r  th e  s t a r s ,  e i th e r  
s c ie n t i f i c a l ly  o r  m etap h y sica lly , to  answer th e  problem s posed by human 
g r ie f  and sorrow, i s  to  extend th a t  g r ie f ,  to  widen th e  gap between th e  
"jung le  o f shadows" we know and th e  o rd e r o f th e  heavens we im agine.
In  "The D isplaced Person" O'Connor u ses h e r  imagery to  lo c a te
^W alters, p . 101*.
^K athleen F eeley , F lannery O'Connor: Voice o f th e  Peacock (New
Brunswick, N. J . :  R utgers Univ. P re s s , 1972), p . 62.
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fu r th e r  th e  e f f e c ts  o f th e  k in d  of dehumanizing v is io n  which a l ie n a te s  
Harry and Norton. The s to ry  i s  a study o f v ic tim iz a tio n , and th e  e f f e c t  
of th e  imagery i s  to  show th a t  th e  essence of th e  v ic t im 's  l o t  i s  to  be 
denied human id e n t i ty  by o n e 's  fe llow  humans. G u izac 's  se lfhood  i s  d is ­
placed by th e  red u c tiv e  m e n ta l i t ie s  o f Mrs. S h o rtley , who stamps a l l  
fo re ig n e rs  as "bugs" (p. 195)» as " r a ts  w ith  typhoid  f le a s "  (p . 1?6), 
and as ca rcasses  (p . 197); and of Mrs. M cIntyre, whose s t r i c t l y  econ­
omic s e n s ib i l i ty  causes h e r to  see th e  h ire d  man as an ex tension  o f  th e  
machines he op era tes  so w e ll . G u izac 's  humanity i s  a lso  denied by th e  
p r i e s t 's  o ther-w orld ly  v is io n . T o ta lly  absorbed by th e  symbolic p re s ­
ence of th e  peacock, the  p r i e s t  has only th e  most a b s tr a c t  and d is to r te d  
sense o f economic and c la s s  r e a l i t i e s ;  and thus he p lays a t  l e a s t  a 
passive ro le  in  th e  d isplacem ent of G u izac 's  humanity. When th e  s to r y 's  
o b jec tiv e  d e sc r ip tio n s  of th e  Pole reduce h is  human s ta tu r e  (e . g . :
"he jumped on th e  t r a c to r  l ik e  a  monkey"),  th i s  k ind  o f imagery simply 
supports th e  ways in  which th e  o th e r c h a ra c te rs  view him. Thus, th e  
f in a l  expression  o f G u izac 's  v ic tim iz a tio n , h is  dea th , comes a t  th e  p o in t 
when th e  o th e rs  most l i t e r a l l y  see him as a machine, and n o t as a  human 
e n t i ty  a t  a l l :  "She could n o t see h is  fa c e , only h is  f e e t  and le g s  and
trunk s tic k in g  im pudently ou t from th e  s id e  o f th e  t r a c to r  . . . She had 
f e l t  her eyes and Mr. S h o r tle y 's  eyes and th e  N egro 's eyes come to g e th e r  
in  one look th a t  f ro z e  them in  c o llu s io n  fo rev e r"  (p . 23k) •
But the  imagery of "The D isplaced Person" cu ts  two ways, and th e  
s to ry  shows th a t  in  denying one man h is  humanity, each o f th e  o th e r  char­
a c te rs  becomes a  d isp laced  person . Mrs. S h o r tle y 's  su p e rio r  a t t i t u d e  
toward th e  Guizacs i s  undercut by d e sc r ip tio n s  which show h e r to  look 
lik e  a mountain, a buzzard, a  volcano, and an animal aboard "some over­
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f re ig h te d  leak in g  ark* (p . 213). S im ila rly , Mrs. M cIntyre i s  described  
as though she were inanim ate; "She had a  l i t t l e  d o l l 's  mouth and eyes 
th a t  were a  s o f t  b lue when she opened them wide but more l ik e  s t e e l  or 
g ra n ite  when she narrowed them" (p . 1?6)j "She got up and follow ed 
him, a deep v e r t i c a l  p i t  appearing suddenly in  th e  c e n te r  o f h e r  fo re ­
head" (p. 217)5 "Her eyebrows, th in  and f ie r c e  as a  s p id e r 's  le g , had 
drawn to g e th e r ominously and th e  deep v e r t i c a l  p i t  had plunged down from 
under th e  re d  bangs in to  th e  b ridge  o f  h e r nose" (p . 222). The p r i e s t  
i s  shown to  be "cinnam on-colored w ith  eyes th a t  were so b lu rre d  w ith 
age th a t  they  seemed to  be hung behind cobwebs" (p . 215). F in a lly , 
th e re  i s  Mr. S ho rtley , whose shadow g lid e s  " lik e  a snake" (p . 231), and 
whose human responses a re  shown to  be incongruous w ith  th e  m echanical 
in s t in c t s  he has assumed; "Whenever he thought o f Mrs. S h o rtley  he f e l t  
h is  h e a r t go down l ik e  an o ld  bucket in to  a  dry w ell"  (p . 229). At the  
end, when th e  th re e  American c h a ra c te rs  s i l e n t ly  w itn ess  th e  death  o f 
th e  in tru d e r ,  th e  s to r y 's  imagery suggests th a t  i t  i s  th ey , and no t he, 
who have in  f a c t  become ad juncts  o f the  machine; Mr. S h o rtley , and by 
in fe ren ce  those  in  "co llu sio n "  w ith  him, "got on th e  la rg e  t r a c to r  and 
was backing i t  ou t from under th e  shed. He seemed to  be warmed by i t  as 
i f  i t s  h ea t and s tre n g th  sen t im pulses up through him th a t  he obeyed in ­
s ta n tly "  (p . 23U)• In  d isp la c in g  th e  personhood o f  one man, G u izac 's  
v ic tim iz e rs  u lt im a te ly  v ic tim ize  them selves as w e ll. In  th e i r  d en ia l 
o f h is  human s ta tu s  they mechanize o r  an im alize th e i r  p o te n t ia l ly  human 
g es tu res  and f a i l  to  transcend  th e  sub-human co n d itio n  th e i r  world would 
impose upon them. Mrs. M cIn ty re 's  u lt im a te  p h y s ica l s t a t e ,  l i k e  th a t  o f 
some worn ou t machine, i s  an image o f  the  s e l f  b reaking  down p a r t  by 
p a r t  when th e re  i s  no human s p i r i t  to  make th e  s e l f  more than  th e  sum o f
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i t s  p a r ts :  "A numbness developed in  one o f h e r  le g s  and her hands and
head began to  j ig g le  . . . Her ey esig h t grew s te a d i ly  worse and she 
lo s t  h e r vo ice a l to g e th e r '1 (p . 235)* The e x te n t o f th e se  images o f  the  
s e l f  as non-human suggests th a t  people c o lla b o ra te  in  t h e i r  own d e-p er- 
so n a liz a tio n . They f a i l  to  become human when they  re fu se  to  recognize 
a t i e  o f humanity between them selves and ano ther.
In  a number o f s to r ie s  th i s  double-edged imagery suggests th a t  
people who see o th e rs  as sub-human deny th e i r  own humanity in  th e  p rocess. 
Mrs. May ("G reenleaf") sees o th e rs  as " tr a s h ,"  as so much vermin, only 
to  have her own humanity rendered  q u estionab le  by th e  scrub b u l l 's  meta­
phoric courting  o f her fa v o rs . Thomas ("The Comforts o f Home") sees h is  
re la tio n sh ip  w ith th e  g i r l  to  be th a t  o f "an anim al t r a in e r  d riv in g  out 
a dangerous c a t"  (p . 381;), only to  have th e  s to ry  image him as a  t u r t l e  
hid ing in  i t s  s h e l l ,  and to  have th e  s h e r i f f 's  b ra in  work " lik e  a c a l­
cu la tin g  machine" to  in d ic t  him as a m a tr ic id e . Mr. Fortune ("A View of 
the  Woods"), a f te r  k i l l in g  th e  only  o th e r  human being he could r e la te  
to ,  i s  l e f t  alone to  d ie  w ith  th e  suddenly m onstrous image o f  th e  machine 
he has worshipped. Elsewhere, O'Connor uses animal imagery in  a le s s  
damning way, to  show th e  e x ten t to  which people are  v u ln e ra b le , and to  
e l i c i t  compassion f o r  th a t  v u ln e ra b i l i ty .  Human f r a i l t y ,  and n o t human 
deprav ity , i s  the  trademark o f a number o f c h a ra c te rs : o f  Lucynell
("The L ife  You Save May Be Your Own"), as she i s  rep ea ted ly  a sso c ia ted  
with the  b ird s ; o f Mr. Head, who "lowers h is  head in to  h is  c o l la r  l ik e  
a t u r t l e 's "  (p . 263); and o f th e  Grandmother in  "A Good Man I s  Hard To 
F ind ,"  who " ra ise d  her head l ik e  a parched o ld  tu rkey  hen cry ing  fo r  
w ater" (p . 132). With a  m ixture o f re sp e c t and a f fe c tio n  both fo r  him­
s e l f  and fo r  h is  aged f r ie n d ,  Tanner, in  "Judgement Day," muses th a t  each
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of them has a t  one tim e resembled a  monkey and a b ear. S im ilar3y , O'Con­
nor shows an occasional no te  o f a f fe c t io n  f o r  c h a ra c te rs  by d esc rib in g  
them w ith images of h e lp le s s ,  non-agressive  an im als. But th e se  in s ta n c e s  
are r a re ,  fo r  they  occur only w ith c h a ra c te rs  who allow  them selves to  
be v u ln e rab le . Most o ften  her c h a ra c te rs  deny th i s  human co n d itio n , and 
in  the  process they  assume th e  shapes of machines o r o f le s s  appealing
animal forms. Thus, when Mr. S h i f t l e t  th in k s  he can d e fin e  humanity fo r
h im self, and thereby  escape th e  p i t f a l l s  of human experience by seeing  
the s e l f  in  m echanistic  term s (" th e  s p i r i t ,  lad y , i s  l ik e  an au tom obile"), 
O'Connor d escrib es  him as a  buzzard and as a snake. At th e  end o f the  
s to ry , S h i f t l e t  d isco v ers  h is  own v u ln e ra b i l i ty  when th e  h itc h h ik e r  
denies tn e  humanity o f  h is  m other: "My o ld  woman i s  a f lea b ag  and yours
i s  a s tin k in g  po le  c a t ! "  (p . 156). By abandoning L ucynell, S h i f t l e t  
had cut h im self o f f  from humanity} and when he h im self i s  abandoned, 
l e f t  to  face  th e  u g lin e ss  of h is  deeds, h is  i s o la t io n  i s  heigh tened  by 
the  in a b i l i ty  of h is  suddenly human s p i r i t  to  f in d  k in sh ip  w ith  th e  auto­
mobile he now p o sse sses .
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O 'C onnor's imagery o f the  s e l f  as non-human o r sub-human e s tab ­
l is h e s  a need f o r  c h a ra c te rs  to  f in d  a  human id e n t i ty ,  to  a t t a in  human 
s ta tu s ,  before they  can begin to  determ ine th e  exac t n a tu re  o f th e i r  in ­
d iv id u a l se lfh o o d . In  s h o r t,  before one can hope to  become a h ea lth y
s e l f  in  her w orld, one must defy a  world which m i l i t a te s  a g a in s t human 
id e n t i ty .  Another s e r ie s  of images, th a t  o f th e  c h i ld  in  th e  a d u lt ,  
suggests th a t  th e  human id e n t i ty  many o f h e r c h a ra c te rs  do a t t a in  i s  
lim ite d : many o f the-se c h a ra c te rs  are  blocked in  t h e i r  development in to
ad u lt se lv es . Furtherm ore, th ese  images suggest th e  paradox th a t  an im-
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p o rtan t component o f  a d u lt id e n t i ty  i s  a  necessary  acceptance o f a l a s t ­
ing  c h i ld - l ik e  q u a l i ty  of th e  s e l f .  O ften she employs o b je c tiv e  images 
of an ad u lt as a c h ild  to  c o n tra s t  w ith  th e  c h a ra c te r 's  s e lf -e v a lu a tio n  
as an independent, r a t io n a l  a d u lt .  The r e s u l t in g  iro n y  suggests not 
only th a t  reason  and independence a re  tenuous bases f o r  s e l f - id e n t i t y ,  
but th a t  to  s t r iv e  to  be o v erly  r a t io n a l  and to  claim  ab so lu te  independ­
ence i s  to  deny o n e se lf  th e  b as ic  te n e ts  o f th e  human co n d itio n .
The V io len t Bear I t  Away e x p l ic i t ly  develops th e  theme o f th e  
c h ild - in - th e -a d u lt .  R eferences to  c h ild re n  and images of a d u lts  r e l a t ­
ing to  ch ild ren  len d  th e  novel a  degree of u n ity . This u n ity  i s  enhanced 
by the  way in  which c h a ra c te rs  a re  made to  image one ano ther to  the  ex­
te n t th a t  they  can be seen as fo u r a sp ec ts  of a  s in g le  s e l f .  Each of 
the ch a ra c te rs  re p re se n ts  a s tag e  o f development and a  corresponding 
function  o f th e  s e l f .  Thus, Old Tarw ater re p re se n ts  a  p o s t-a d u lt  s ta g e , 
wherein th e  only means o f c o n tro l over even ts i s  a p e rp e tu a l shouting 
of o n e 's  w i l l ,  w ithou t th e  a b i l i t y  to  enac t th a t  w il l  e f f e c t iv e ly .  Ray- 
ber has reached an a d u lt le v e l  of development, w herein th e  s e l f  a ttem pts 
to  use reason  to  o rd e r th e  chaos o f even ts from w ithou t and im pulses 
from w ith in . Xoung Tarwater i s  the  questin g  and questio n in g  ad o lescen t, 
an em otionally  m obile c h a ra c te r ,  caught up in  a  search  f o r  a v ia b le  mode 
of ac tio n  to  d efin e  th e  a d u lt s e l f  he i s  about to  become. F in a lly , Bish­
op i s  th e  p e re n n ia l c h ild , marked by h i s  dependence, p a s s iv i ty ,  and v u l­
n e ra b i l i ty .  As each o f th e  o th e r  c h a ra c te rs  r e la te s  to  him, so they r e ­
la te  to  th e  n o n -ra tio n a l components o f t h e i r  own p e r s o n a l i t ie s .
The novel fo cuses upon T arw ate r 's  impending e n try  in to  adulthood 
and the  choice he must make between two ad u lt models: w i l l  h is  ad u lt
s e lf  be as r ig id ly  l im ite d  as R ay b er's , o r as open to  th e  in s c r u ta b i l i ty
of a  ch ao tic  world as Old T arw ate r 's?  The p iv o ta l  is s u e  i s  th e  way he 
w il l  r e l a t e  to  Bishop. Rayber makes o f  th e  boy a  symbol o f  human weak­
ness and s u ffe r in g , and i s  consequently  s p l i t  by h is  dual im pulse to  
drown him as a means o f e ra s in g  th a t  su ffe r in g  and to  p reserv e  him in t a c t  
because th e  symbol "co n ta in s"  th e  e v i l .  The o ld  man, on th e  o th e r  hand, 
sees in  th e  boy "an unspeakable m yste ry ,"  and i s  com fortable w ith  th a t  
mystery w ithout seeking to  decipher i t .  T arw ate r 's  c o n f l ic t  i s  unre­
solved when he sim ultaneously  drowns and b a p tiz e s  th e  c h i ld .  Like Ray­
ber, he has made o f  Bishop a  symbol, n o t o f  human v u ln e ra b i l i ty ,  bu t of 
man's b e s t i a l  n a tu re : "The only d iffe re n c e  between me and you and a
hog i s  me and you can c a lc u la te ,  bu t th e re  a i n ' t  any d iffe re n c e  between 
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him and one."  But the  o ld  m an's sway i s  g re a t;  th e  seeds o f h is  "mad­
n e ss ,"  o f h is  w ill in g  acceptance o f m ystery , have been sown in  T arw ate r 's  
blood. Hence, h is  conscious a c t  of drowning th e  boy to  e ra se  th e  symbol 
o f h is  own b e s t i a l i t y  i s  n e u tra liz e d  by th e  unconsciously  m otivated  a c t 
o f b ap tiz in g  him, an a c t which by d e f in i t io n  recogn izes  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  
th a t  human n a tu re  i s  no t u n a lte ra b ly  b e s t i a l .
The extreme ac tio n  o f drowning th e  c h ild , by in fe re n ce  th e  c h ild  
in  h im se lf, makes Tarwater th in k  o f h im se lf as having become an a d u lt:
His th ro a t  and eyes burned w ith  dryness as i f  they  belonged to  a 
person o ld e r  than  h im se lf and w ith  much experience; and when he 
considered i t  — h is  experience — i t  was apparen t to  him th a t  
s in ce  h is  g re a t-u n c le ' s  dea th , he had liv e d  th e  l i f e t im e  o f a  man.
I t  was as no boy th a t  he re tu rn e d , (p . i:3U)
This s e lf - a p p ra is a l  echoes th a t  o f Stephen C rane 's  Henry Flem ing, whose 
en try  in to  th e  a d u lt world i s  dubious. O'Connor c a r r ie s  h e r  c h a ra c te r
i
Flannery  O'Connor, The V io len t Bear I t  Away in  Three By F lannery 
O'Connor (New York: S ig n e t, 1963) ,  p . 37L- A ll q u o ta tio n s  from th i s
novel a re  from th i s  e d i t io n , and w i l l  h e re a f te r  be id e n t i f i e d  w ith in  th e  
te x t .
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a s tep  beond C ran e 's , as T arw ate r 's  easy v ic tim iz a tio n  by th e  t r a v e l l in g  
salesman shows him to  have re ta in e d  h is  innocence and h is  v u ln e ra b i l i ty ,  
h is  c h i ld - l ik e  q u a l i t i e s .  Only a f t e r  he i s  sex u a lly  . m olested  i s  he 
ready f o r  adulthood; and th e  a d u lt s e l f  he w i l l  become i s  d efined  by 
th e  term s o f th e  p ro p h e tic  commission he re c e iv e s : "GO WARN THE CHILD­
REN OF GOD OF THE TERRIBLE SPEED OF MERCY" (p . Ul*7). As Tarw ater leav es  
Powderhead f o r  th e  second tim e, he i s  "redeemed" in  th e  sense th a t  he 
now has a  c le a r  se lf -c o n c e p t. He has subm itted  to  the  w i l l  o f h is  g re a t-  
uncle and i s  p repared  to  embark th i s  tim e upon a  c le a r ly  defined  course 
o f a c tio n . Like Old Tarw ater, who had sought o u t in  t h e i r  tu rn  Rayber, 
Tarwater, and Bishop, th e  new Tarw ater w il l  r e a l iz e  h is  a d u lt s e l f  by 
seeking ou t and accep ting  th e  ch ild ren  o f  a co rru p t w orld. His chances 
o f m ain tain ing  a balanced s e l f  a re  g re a te r  than  were R ay b er's , who had 
fa n ta s iz e d  saving th e  c h ild re n  o f th e  w orld:
Rayber saw h im se lf f le e in g  w ith  th e  c h ild  to  some enclosed  garden 
where he would teach  h e r  th e  t r u th ,  where he would g a th e r a l l  th e  
ex p lo ited  c h ild re n  o f  th e  world and l e t  th e  sunshine f lo o d  th e i r  
minds . . . Come away w ith  mel he s i l e n t ly  im plored, and I ' l l  
teach  you th e  t r u th ,  I ' l l  save you, b e a u t ifu l  c h ild !  . . .  He 
f e l t  th a t  in  th e  space between them, th e i r  s p i r i t s  had broken th e  
bonds o f  age and ignorance and were m ingling in  some unheard o f 
knowledge o f each o th e r ,  (pp. 38U-85)
But Rayber i s  incapab le  of t r a n s la t in g  fa n ta sy  in to  a c tio n . Imm ediately 
a f te r  h is  experience w ith  th e  g i r l ,  he re b u ffs  th e  r e a l  ch ild ren  in  h is  
l i f e :  Tarw ater, who " lin g e re d  f o r  a moment a t  th e  th re sh o ld  o f h is  door
as i f  w aiting  fo r  an in v i ta t io n  to  e n te r"  (p . 386);  and Bishop, who in  
th e  ensuing scene climbs onto h is  f a t h e r 's  la p ,  only  to  be denied any 
expression  o f love o r  re la t io n s h ip :  "W ithout warning h is  ha ted  love
gripped him l ik e  a v is e .  He should have known b e t te r  th a n  to  l e t  th e  
c h ild  onto h is  la p "  (p . 388).
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In  her in tro d u c tio n  to  A Memoir o f Mary Ann O'Connor quotes a t  
leng th  an in c id e n t Hawthorne recorded  in  h is  notebooks about a  s ic k ly , 
underw itted  c h i ld  who takes to  him " ju s t  as i f  i t  were a c h ild  o f  my 
own." Although no t drawn to  th e  c h ild , Hawthorne ho lds i t  in  h is  la p , 
commenting th a t  " th e re  was th i s  same c h ild  w aitin g  fo r  me, w ith  a s ick ­
ly  smile around i t s  defaced mouth, and in  i t s  dim -red eyes . . .  I  should
Q
never have fo rg iven  m yself i f  I  had re p e l le d  i t s  advances." Like Haw­
th o rn e 's  r e a l  c h ild , th e  f i c t i o n a l  c h ild , B ishop, w i l l  n o t be re p e l le d  
w ith im punity. In  r e je c t in g  Bishop Rayber lo se s  more than  a son, as our 
l a s t  glimpse shows him to  have l o s t  h is  s tru g g le  to  become f u l l y  human. 
B ishop 's f i n a l  bellow  p e n e tra te s  R ayber's  m echanical d efenses, echoing 
th e  em ptiness o f R ayber's  hollow  selfhood:
He remained ab so lu te ly  s t i l l ,  wooden, e x p re ss io n le ss , as th e  machine 
picked up th e  sounds o f some f ie r c e  su sta in e d  s tru g g le  in  th e  d is ­
tan ce . The bellow  stopped and came again , then  i t  began s te a d i ly ,  
sw elling . The machine made th e  sounds seem to  come from in s id e  him 
as i f  something in  him were te a r in g  i t s e l f  f r e e  . . . The bellow  
rose  and f e l l ,  then  i t  b la re d  ou t one l a s t  tim e, r i s in g  ou t o f i t s  
own momentum as i f  i t  were escaping f in a l ly ,  a f t e r  c e n tu r ie s  o f 
w aiting , in to  s ile n c e  . . . What had happened was as p la in  to  him 
as i f  he had been in  th e  w ater w ith  th e  boy and th e  two o f than to ­
gether had taken th e  c h ild  and h e ld  him under u n t i l  he ceased to  
s tru g g le , (p . 1+22)
Because the  Bishop w ith in  h im se lf has "ceased to  s tru g g le ,"  Rayber i s  l e f t  
incapable of se lfhood : "He stood w aitin g  f o r  th e  rag in g  p a in , th e  in t o l ­
e rab le  h u r t th a t  was h is  due, to  beg in , so th a t  he could ignore i t ,  bu t 
he continued to  f e e l  n o th ing . He stood lig h t-h ead e d  a t  th e  window and 
i t  was no t u n t i l  he r e a l iz e d  th a t  th e re  would be no p a in  th a t  he co l­
lapsed" (p. 1+23).
Q
F lannery  O'Connor, In tro d u c tio n  to  A Memoir o f Mary Ann in  Mys­
te ry  And Manners (New York: F a r ra r ,  S trau s  and G iroux, 1969), p . 219.
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O 'C onnor's theme th a t  one must be a  c h ild  i n  o rd er to  have an 
ad u lt s e l f  i s  f u r th e r  supported  by th e  imagery o f "Everything That R ises 
Must Converge." The s to ry  concerns p power s tru g g le  between an ad u lt 
and her grown c h i ld ,  bu t th e  imagery suggests th a t  th e  r e a l  s tru g g le  i s  
between an a d u lt and a c h ild  w ith in  th e  se lv es  o f th e  two c h a ra c te rs . 
When Mrs. Ghestny i s  f i r s t  described  by th e  om niscien t n a r r a to r ,  images 
o f age and youth c la sh , suggesting  th a t  her id e n t i ty  as an a d u lt i s  am­
biguous:
Two wings o f  grey h a i r  p ro truded  on e i th e r  s id e  o f h e r f l o r i d  fa c e , 
bu t h e r eyes, sky-b lue, were as innocen t and untouched by experience 
as they must have been when she was te n . Were i t  n o t th a t  she was 
a widow who had s tru g g le d  f ie r c e ly  to  feed  and c lo th e  and p u t him 
through school, and who was supporting  him s t i l l  'u n t i l  he got on 
h is  f e e t , ' she m ight have been a  l i t t l e  g i r l  t h a t  he had to  take  to  
town. (p . U0 6 )
The r e a d e r 's  sense of Mrs. Chestny as an overgrown c h i ld  i s  re in fo rc e d  
by her so n 's  way o f seeing  h e r and o f  d e fin in g  th e i r  p a re n t /c h i ld  r e l a ­
tio n sh ip :
He s tu d ied  h e r co ld ly . Her f e e t  in  l i t t l e  pumps dangled l i k e  a 
c h i ld 's  and d id  no t q u ite  reach  th e  f lo o r .  She was t r a in in g  on him 
an exaggerated look of rep roach . He f e l t  com pletely detached from 
h e r . At th a t  moment he could w ith  p le a su re  have slapped h e r as he 
would have slapped a p a r t i c u la r ly  obnoxious c h i ld  in  h is  charge.
(p . MU)
The image o f a l i t t l e  g i r l  in  an o v e rs ized  c h a ir  i s  c le a r ly  in c o n s is te n t 
with th a t  of a  rep ro ach fu l p a re n t. The c lash  i s  c o n s is te n t, though, w ith  
J u l ia n 's  co n to rted  sense o f th e  ro le  he p lay s  w ith  h is  m other, and u l ­
tim ate ly  w ith h im se lf . I s  he a c h ild  o r  an ad u lt?  I s  th e  d im inutive 
view of h is  mother m erely a fu n c tio n  o f  h is  own in f l a te d  ego? And i s  
th e  reproach in  h e r glance a fu n c tio n  o f h is  subconscious need to  have 
a rep roach fu l p aren t?  These q u estio n s  are  p a r t i a l l y  answered as Mrs.
Chestny u n -se lf  consciously  p lay s  peek-a-boo w ith  th e  c h ild ; i s  h e r s e lf  
severely  "reproached” by an a ll-p o w erfu l p a re n t f ig u re ;  and d ie s  seek­
ing  the l o s t  s e c u r ity  o f a n u rtu rin g  mammy. Her f i n a l  g lance a t  h e r  
l i t t l e  boy i s  one which expresses n e i th e r  reproach  nor acceptance, bu t 
ra th e r  non-recogn ition : th e re  a re  no t i e s  l e f t  between p a re n t and
c h ild , as Mrs. Chestny has reg ressed  to  a p o in t in  th e  d is ta n t  p a s t ,  
to  a  p lace where J u lia n  has no ro le  to  p la y . A c h i ld  h e r s e l f ,  she r e ­
cognizes no c h ild  of h e r  own. .And as a c h i ld  she chooses th e  n u r tu re r ,  
C aroline, to  negate J u l i a n 's  u su rp a tio n  o f  th e  ro le  o f admonishing p a r­
en t.
Since Mrs. Chestny has been p a r t ly  w ill in g  to  a c t o u t th e  c h ild ­
l ik e  components o f h e r own p e rs o n a li ty , h e r  dying allow s h e r l moment o f 
se lf-aw areness, as she yearns a t  th a t  moment to  express an asp ec t o f her 
s e l f  which once a c tu a lly  e x is te d . Her c h i ld - l ik e  c a l l  f o r  th e  warmth 
o f her mammy's embrace i s  l e s s  p a th e tic  than J u l i a n 's  empty d iscovery  
th a t  l i f e  w il l  be harsh  because he never allowed h im se lf th e  chance to  
have a m o ther-figu re . The s to ry  c o n tra s ts  th e  m o th e r 's  o ccasio n a l ac­
ceptance o f the c h ild  in  h e r s e lf  w ith  J u l i a n 's  d e n ia l th a t  he i s  a  c h ild ,
fo r  in  h is  mind to  be a c h i ld  i s  to  be m orally  im poverished. Hence, when
he i s  described  as a c h i ld ,  th e  image i s  s a t i r i c a l l y  p o in ted : " Ju lia n
walked w ith h is  hands in  h is  pockets, h is  head down and th r u s t  forw ard
and h is  eyes g lazed  w ith  th e  determ ination  to  make h im self com pletely 
numb during the  tim e he would be s a c r if ic e d  to  h e r  p le a su re "  (p . 1|06). 
Throughout the  s to ry , J u l i a n 's  s e l f - id e n t i ty  i s  clouded by h is  f a i l u r e  
to  reso lve  h is  p a re n t /c h i ld  ro le  c o n f l i c t .  He f e e l s  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  her 
w elfare , and thus sees h im se lf as th e  c o n tro ll in g  f ig u re  in  both th e i r  
l iv e s .  But he a lso  f e e l s  t i e d  to  h e r ,  a trapped  v ic tim  o f h e r  i l lu s io n s
and whims. The m arty r complex he has developed becomes h is  d e fin in g  
c h a ra c te r is t ic ,  and i t  renders  him unable to  grow, unable to  a s s e r t  
him self a p a rt from h e r . When she d ie s  he r e a l iz e s  th a t  he h as , in  f a c t ,  
no separa te  s e l f ;  and h is  th re e  f i n a l  c a l l s  to  h e r a re  th re e  a b o rtiv e  
attem pts to  re -e n a c t th re e  d if f e r e n t  r o le s  he had p layed  w ith  h e r:
"Mother I “ ( th a t  o f a d u lt c h i ld  and a d u lt p a re n t) ; "D arling , Sweet­
h e a rt"  ( th a t  o f a d u lt p a re n t and c h i ld ) ; and f in a l ly ,  "Mamal Mama!" 
( th a t  o f h e lp le s s  c h ild  and p ro te c tiv e  p a re n t) .  Each o f th e se  c a l l s  i s  
g reeted  w ith th e  same n o n -recogn ition ; and J u lia n  i s  l e f t ,  l i t e r a l l y  
as h e lp le ss  as a c h ild , because he has never allow ed h im se lf to  be a  
c h ild , thereby p rec lud ing  h is  growth as an a d u lt .
The f i n a l  scene o f “Everything" b lends concre te  imagery w ith  ab­
s t r a c t  statem ent to  re in fo rc e  th e  s to r y 's  id e a  th a t  J u lia n  has been 
paralyzed  a l l  along by h is  r e fu s a l  to  accep t in  h im se lf th e  need f o r  nur­
tu r in g . As h is  mother d ie s ,  h e r empty gaze re v e a ls  to  him th a t  which 
he has needed bu t r e je c te d  a l l  h is  l i f e :  a m o th er 's  u n co n d itio n a l ac­
ceptance. Because he has c u t o f f  a t  i t s  source th e  lo v e  she m ight have 
o ffe red  him, he w i l l  e n te r  th e  ad u lt w orld, “the  w orld o f  g u i l t  and so r­
row," w ithout th e  s tre n g th  th a t  th a t  love would have su p p lie d . His 
growth, then , i s  re ta rd e d , as h is  sense o f  having l o s t  something he can 
now never gain  fo rc e s  him to  “postpone" advancement to  ano ther s tag e  of 
human development. Up to  a  c e r ta in  p o in t in  th i s  f i n a l  scene, O'Connor 
allows th e  imagery to  convey th e  sense:
'W ait h e re , w a it h e r e ! ' he c r ie d  and jumped up and began to  run fo r  
help  toward a  c lu s te r  o f  l i g h t s  he saw in  th e  d is ta n c e  ahead o f  him. 
'H elp, h e lp ! ' he shouted, bu t h is  vo ice  was th in ,  sc a rc e ly  a  th rea d  
o f sound. The l i g h ts  d r i f t e d  f a r th e r  away th e  f a s t e r  he ran  and 
h is  f e e t  moved numbly as i f  they  c a r r ie d  him nowhere, (p . 1*20)
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Seen in  term s o f  th e  r e s t  o f th e  s to ry , th e  imagery o f  th e se  th re e  sen­
tences works to  convey a  sense o f c h i ld - l ik e  h e lp le s sn e ss  i n  th e  fa c e  o f 
u n co n tro llab le  fo rc e s . Through i t s  syntax , e s p e c ia l ly  i t s  use o f th e  
t r i p l e  compound, th e  f i r s t  sen tence suggests i r r a t i o n a l ,  u n co n tro lled  
response. The second sentence c o n tra s ts  an in ten d ed  a c t ,  shou ting , w ith 
th e  r e s u l t ,  "scarce ly  & th re a d  o f sound," to  en fo rce  th e  r e a d e r ’s sense 
o f J u l ia n 's  h e lp le s sn e ss , h is  in a b i l i t y  to  a s s e r t  h im se lf even in  th e  most 
p rim itiv e  manner. F in a l ly ,  th e  th i r d  sen tence p ro je c ts  a  su b je c tiv e  
image, th a t  of th e  reced ing  l i g h t s ,  to  suggest a nightm are w orld in  
which, t r y  as he m ight, th e  c h a ra c te r  can never a t t a in  a  goal because 
i t  i s  mobile and he i s  p a ra ly zed . Given th e  o v e r t c h i ld  imagery o f th e  
r e s t  o f th e  s to iy ,  th e se  l a u t  images underscore J u l i a n 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  
become an a d u l t .  The s to r y 's  l a s t  sen tence , th e n , i s  n o t on ly  an a b s tr a c t  
statem ent in  th e  form o f a  concre te  image, b u t i t  i s  a  g ra tu i to u s  one 
as w ell, f o r  th e  p o in t has a lready  been made; "The t i d e  o f  darkness 
seemed to  sweep him back to  h e r , postponing  from moment to  moment h is  
en try  in to  th e  world o f g u i l t  and sorrow ."
Like J u l ia n ,  Asbury, in  "The Enduring C h i l l , "  f a i l s  to  inco rp o r­
a te  any c h i ld - l ik e  sense o f wonder w ith  h is  jaded  in te l le c tu a l is m . To 
undercut A sbury 's sense o f h is  own m a tu rity  and s o p h is t ic a t io n , O'Connor 
describes him as having “la rg e  c h i ld is h  shocked e y e s ,"  and as looking  
l ik e  "one o f those  dying ch ild re n  who must have ChristmaB e a r ly "  (p . 37). 
These two c h a ra c te rs  conform to  a p a t te rn  rep ea ted  throughout O 'C onnor's 
f ic t io n ,  th a t  o f an a d u lt c h a ra c te r , l iv in g  w ith  a  p a re n t f ig u re ,  who 
co n tin u a lly  re fu se s  to  recognize h is  own dependence upon th e  p a re n t and 
denies th e  need fo r  n u r tu r in g . Each o f th e se  c h a ra c te rs  a ttem pts to  a c t 
out a p a re n ta l ro le  w ithou t having allow ed h is  own childhood needs to  be
reso lved , and O'Connor makes c le a r  h e r  judgment o f them by imaging them 
as ch ild ren . In  “Good Country P eo p le ,"  f o r  in s ta n c e , H u lga 's  u lt im a te  
shock i s  h e r r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  th e  B ib le  salesman i s  in  f a c t  “o ld e r"  than  
she. The s to r y 's  imagery suggests th a t  th e  s tru g g le  between th e  two i s  
no t a p u re ly  sexual one, bu t one o f id e n t i ty  as w e ll. For Hulga to  
m aintain h e r  s e lf -c o n c e p t, she must e s ta b l is h  h e r s e lf  in  th e  ro le  o f 
p ro te c tiv e , n u rtu rin g  mother toward th e  naive  P o in te r ;
His b rea th  was c le a r  and sweet l i k e  a  c h i ld 's  and th e  k is s e s  were 
s tic k y  l ik e  a  c h i ld 's .  He mpnbled about lo v in g  h e r and. about know­
in g  when he f i r s t  seen h e r th a t  he loved h e r , bu t th e  mumbling was 
l i k e  th e  s leepy  f r e t t i n g  o f a c h i ld  being p u t to  s leep  by h is  moth­
e r .  Her mind, throughout t h i s ,  never stopped o r  l o s t  i t s e l f  f o r  a 
second to  her fe e l in g s  . . . 'You poor b a b y ,1 she murmured, (p . 287)
Hulga d e fin es  h e r s e l f  as one who has n o f e e l in g s ;  and she i s  ab le  to  
co n tro l th e  f i r s t  f e e l in g s  she has f o r  P o in te r ,  f o r  they a re  c o n s is te n t 
w ith the a d u lt id e n t i ty  she p ro je c ts :  she w i l l  teach  him, le a d  him, nur­
tu re  him, seduce him. When P o in te r  suggests th a t  she remove h e r wooden 
le g , th i s  id e n t i ty  i s  th re a te n e d , and she responds as a  c h i ld ;  “the 
g i r l  u t te re d  a  sharp l i t t l e  c r y .“ To Hulga, th e  le g  re p re se n ts  indepen-
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dence and a d u lt id e n t i ty ;  and when P o in te r  g ra n ts  her t h i s  ( " I t ' s  what 
makes you d i f f e r e n t .  You a i n ' t  l i k e  anybody e l s e . '1) ,  she becomes f o r  
the  f i r s t  tim e w ill in g  and ab le to  g ive up those  q u a l i t i e s  f o r  ano ther:
O
P res to n  Browning, p . SO, c a l l s  H u lga 's  wooden le g  “an o b je c tiv e  
c o r re la tiv e  o f th e  p re tended  cynicism  which i s  H u lga 's  s e l f -p ro te c t iv e  
response to  a d u lt r e a l i t y , "  and h e r l o s t  le g  "an o b je c tiv e  c o r re la t iv e  
o f th e  l o s t  u n ity  o f ch ildhood ."  Browning i s  c o r re c t in  see ing  Hulga 
as having l o s t  th e  "u n ity "  o f ch ildhood, bu t in c o rre c t  in  see ing  her 
wooden le g  as a  defense a g a in s t an a d u lt r e a l i t y  which th re a te n s  th a t  
u n ity . R ather, Hulga u ses  th e  le g  to  deny her need to  depend upon o th e rs , 
as a  c h ild  does. I t  re p re se n ts  her a ttem pt to  d e fin e  h e r s e l f  in  term s 
o f her own ad u lt r e a l i t y ,  one which i s  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  and, as Browning 
n o tes, c y n ica l.
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" I t  was l ik e  su rrendering  to  him com pletely . I t  was l ik e  lo s in g  h e r own 
l i f e  and f in d in g  i t  again , m iracu lo u sly , i n  h is "  (p . 289).
By allow ing P o in te r  c o n tro l over h e r  le g ,  Hulga allow s him ad u lt 
power over th e  c h ild  she has become. By becoming dependent upon ano ther, 
Hulga i s  su b jec ted  to  fe e l in g s  which h e r b ra in  "was no t very  good a t , "  
and her responses a re  c h i ld - l ik e :  "She gave a l i t t l e  cry  of a larm ;"
"her voice when she spoke had an alm ost p lead in g  sound;" " l ik e  one mes­
merized, she d id  n o t move" (p . 290). S trip p ed  o f  h e r le g  and h e r g la s se s , 
she i s  a lso  s tr ip p e d  o f her a r t i f i c i a l l y  co n stru c ted  a d u lt id e n t i ty  and 
independence because, never having ex e rc ised  h e r em otional c a p a c it ie s  in  
her ro le  as a  c h ild , she i s  e a s i ly  v ic tim ized  by an a d u lt who knows how 
to  m anipulate those  d e fen se le ss  f e e l in g s .  For a l l  H ulga 's  le a rn in g , 
then, the s to ry  proves her m o th e r 's  in s ig h t  to  be c o r re c t :  "Here she
went about a l l  day in  a  s ix -y e a r -o ld  s k i r t  and a yellow  sweat s h i r t  w ith 
a faded cowboy on a  ho rse  embossed on i t .  She thought th i s  was funny;
Mrs. Hopewell thought i t  was i d i o t i c  and showed simply th a t  she was s t i l l  
a ch ild "  (p . 276).
H ulga 's Ph. D. and A sbury 's and J u l i a n 's  l i t e r a r y  p u r s u i ts  a re  
in s u f f ic ie n t  tokens o f  adulthood. So too a re  S a lly  Poker SaBh's B. S. 
in  education , A sbury 's s i s t e r ' s  jo b  as a school p r in c ip a l ,  and Mary G race 's  
W ellesley sc h o o lin g ~ th e  g i r l  scou t shoes they  wear la b e l  them as over­
grown c h ild ren  as su re ly  as H u lga 's  sweat s h i r t  marks h e r . The M is f i t 's  
l i f e  o f crime allow s him to  pose as an a d u lt (he has even k i l l e d  h is  
f a th e r ) ,  u n t i l  th e  grandmother recogn izes him f o r  what he i s :  "one o f
my b a b ie s ;"  and th e  grandmother h e r s e l f  u lt im a te ly  f a i l s  to  m ain ta in  
her fan c ied  image as a lad y , as O'Connor p ic tu re s  h e r in  dea th , s i t t i n g  
"in  a  puddle o f blood w ith  her le g s  c rossed  under h e r l i k e  a c h i ld 's  and
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her face  sm iling up a t  th e  c lo u d less  sky" (p . 132). P arker re so lv e s  h is  
m a rita l and re l ig io u s  s tru g g le s  by "cry ing  l i k e  a baby" (p . 530) and 
Hazel M ote's r e l ig io u s  r e b e l l io n  i s  s e r io u s ly  undercu t by a f i n a l  image 
of him in  h is  la n d la d y 's  p ro te c tiv e  custody: "She had never observed
h is  face  more composed and she grabbed h is  hand and h e ld  i t  to  h e r h e a r t .
10I t  was r e s i s t l e s s  and d ry ."  This image r e c a l l s  an e a r l i e r  one of 
Hazel being mothered by ano ther woman in  h is  l i f e :  '•Mrs. W atts eyed
him s te a d ily  w ith only a  s l ig h t  sm irk. Then she p u t h e r o th e r  hand under 
h is  face  and t ic k le d  i t  in  a m otherly way. 'T h a t 's  okay, s o n , ' she s a id .
'Momma d o n 't  mind i f  you a i n ' t  a p re a c h e r" ' (p . 23). By rep e a te d ly  r e ­
versing  th e  c h i ld /a d u lt  i d e n t i t i e s  o f h e r c h a ra c te rs  through th e  imagery 
she uses to  desc rib e  them, O'Connor suggests  th a t  th e re  i s  a fundam ental 
ambiguity in  the  very  p ro cess  o f human development. A p e r ip h e ra l char­
ac te r  in  Wise Blood speaks fo r  th e  c e n tra l  c h a ra c te rs  in  many o f th e  s to r ­
ie s  when she complains th a t ,  "The way th in g s  happened, one th in g  a f te r  
another, i t  seems l i k e  tim e went by so f a s t  you c o u ld n 't  t e l l  i f  you 
were young o r o ld" (p . 11). A c e n tra l  image in  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n ,  th e  
s ta tu e  in  "The A r t i f i c i a l  N igger,"  c le a r ly  embodies a co n d itio n  shared 
by many o f th e se  c h a ra c te rs :
I t  was n o t p o ss ib le  to  t e l l  i f  th e  a r t i f i c i a l  Negro were meant to  
be young o r  o ld ; he looked too m ise rab le  to  be e i th e r .  He was 
meant to  look happy because h is  mouth was s tre tc h e d  up a t  th e  corn­
e rs  bu t th e  chipped eye and th e  angle he was cocked a t  gave him a
look o f w ild  m isery in s te a d , (p . 268)
T yp ically , an O'Connor charac te r, wears th i s  "look o f  w ild  m isery" be-
F lannery 0 'Connor, Wise Blood in  Three By F lannery  O'Connor 
(New York: S ig n e t, 1963), p . 126. A ll q u o ta tio n s  from th i s  novel a re
from th i s  e d itio n , and w il l  h e re a f te r  be id e n t i f i e d  w ith in  th e  te x t .
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cause he eschews h is  c h i ld - l ik e  q u a l i t i e s  and becomes warped as th e se  
p o te n t ia l ly  appealing  c h a r a c te r i s t ic s  are  d is to r te d  in to  a  repugnant 
ch ild ish n ess .
Josephine Hendin d esc rib e s  a  number o f O 'Connor's c h a ra c te rs  as 
" re se n tfu l sons and daughters . . . who are  fro zen  in  an extended, r e ­
b e llio u s  adolescence where, in  a p e rp e tu a l dependency because o f i l l n e s s  
o f f e a r ,  th e  p r ic e  they  ought to  pay f o r  being cared  f o r  i s  s i le n c e , ac­
quiescence to  an e f f e c t iv e  c o n tro ll in g , ex asp e ra tin g ly  p o l i t e ,  and very  
removed m other." True, th e  c h a ra c te rs  she r e f e r s  to  a re  fro zen , s tu n te d , 
unable to  grow ou t o f  th e  tra p s  they  have s e t  f o r  them selves. But I  th in k  
th a t  th e i r  problem i s  th a t  they  have denied p a re n ta l love r a th e r  than  
th a t  they  have acquiesced to  domineering m others. That they  remain ado les­
cen ts i s  O 'C onnor's judgment o f them, rendered  i r o n ic a l ly  through th e  im­
agery. They th in k  o f them selves as a d u lts  and re fu se  to  acknowledge th a t  
they are  dependent upon th e i r  p a re n ts . Thus, when some trau m atic  event 
exposes th e i r  em otional needs, t h e i r  se lf-p ro c la im ed  a d u lt i d e n t i t i e s  are 
destroyed, and they  have no human reso u rces  to  f i l l  th e  rem aining gap.
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So f a r  we have seen th a t  O 'C onnor's imagery o f th e  s e l f  lo c a te s  
ch a rac te rs  a t  d i f f e r e n t  s tag es  in  an on-going p rocess o f  a t ta in in g ,  main­
ta in in g , o r  lo s in g  th e i r  id e n t i t i e s  as ad u lts  o r  even as human e n t i t i e s .
The imagery s tr e s s e s  th e  need fo r  rec o g n itio n  and acceptance o f o n e 's  
la s t in g  childhood q u a l i t i e s  as a p r e - r e q u is i te  f o r  s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n j  and 
i t  a lso  shows th e  tendency to  de-humanize o n ese lf  by acceding to  th e  ex­
p ec ta tio n s  o f  a w orld which recognizes animal and m echanical behav ior as
^H end in , p . 1f>.
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a norm. The two k inds o f imagery examined th u s  f a r  have questioned  th e  
notion o f human id e n t i ty  and growth, as they  reduce many o f th e  supposed­
ly  ad u lt a c tio n s  o f c h a ra c te rs  to  c h ild is h  im pulse, and much o f  th e i r  
behavior to  m echanical response o r  animal i n s t i n c t .  In  s h o r t ,  ad u lt 
s e l f - id e n t i ty  i s  n o t a  given in  O 'C onnor's w orld. R ather, o n e 's  very  
id e n t i ty  as a  human i s  something to  s tru g g le  f o r ,  something one must 
f in d  and m ain tain  in  th e  face  o f  con sid erab le  odds. The th i r d  s e t  of 
images o f th e  s e l f ,  th a t  o f d e a th - in - l i f e ,  fo rc e s  th e  read e r to  recog­
n ize  in  ch a ra c te rs  th e  u ltim a te  r e a l i t y  o f th e  human s e l f ,  namely th a t  
the  ongoing s tru g g le  f o r  s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n  may be moot in  th e  fa c e  o f hu­
man m o rta li ty . The imagery I ;  w il l  now examine conveys a  s tro n g  sense 
th a t the  attem pt to  become human and to  m ain ta in  an a d u lt s e l f  i s  in h e r­
en tly  p a rad o x ica l, f o r  to  become an a d u lt i s  to  r e a l iz e  most f u l l y  o n e 's  
own v u ln e ra b i l i ty ;  and to  become f u l ly  human i s  to  reach  th a t  p o in t 
where one i s  most p repared  to  lo se  o n e 's  human e x is te n c e , by ceasing  to  
s trugg le  a g a in s t dea th .
The memento mori thane i s  common in  O 'C onnor's s to r ie s .  Her de­
sc r ip t iv e  imagery o f te n  reminds us th a t  c h a ra c te rs  a re  stamped w ith  th e  
mark of m o r ta li ty . The Judge in  "The D isplaced P erso n ,"  f o r  in s ta n c e , 
liv e d  w ith th e  look o f death in  h is  fa c e : "His te e th  and h a i r  were to ­
bacco-colored and h is  face  was a c la y  pink p i t t e d  and track ed  w ith  mys­
te r io u s  p re h is to r ic - lo o k in g  marks as i f  he had been unearthed  among fo s ­
s i l s "  (p . 218). Throughout th e  s to ry , th e  Ju d g e 's  grave serves  as a 
symbol o f th e  f i n a l  end o f a l l  th e  c h a ra c te rs , w hile th e  a u th o r 's  r e f e r ­
ence to  h is  in te r r e d  body p o in ts  to  th e  f o l l y  o f th e  human c o n f l ic ts  
above: "The Judge la y  g rinn ing  under h is  d esec ra ted  monument" (p . 22k)•
Like th e  Judge, Hazel Motes and Mrs. Connin a re  rep ea ted ly  d escribed  as
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walking sk e le to n s , and Enoch finery1 s crumbling mummy i s  an emblem of 
the  one co n d itio n  we a l l  sh a re . But th e se  images o f death  as a rem inder 
to  ch a ra c te rs  o r to  read e rs  a re  no t a l l  th a t  O'Connor has to  say on th e  
su b jec t. The statem ent she makes about death  i s  more r a d ic a l  than  th a t  
we w ill  a l l  d ie .  Her f i c t i o n  g ives us a sense th a t  th e  p rocesses  of 
l i f e  and death a re  in e x tr ic a b ly  one; th a t  to  r e s i s t  th e  death p rocess 
i s  to r e s t r i c t  human growth; and th a t  th e  most s ig n if ic a n t  human p ass­
age, in  f a c t  th e  only  one which has any r e a l  meaning, i s  th e  passage from 
l i f e  to  death . This i s  no t to  suggest th a t  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n  denies 
the v a l id i ty  o f human experience. Nor would I  hold  th a t  she p resen ted  
H arry 's  and N orton 's  choices o f an e a r ly  death  in  a p o s it iv e  l i g h t .  On 
the  co n tra ry , th e se  two c h a ra c te rs  have been shown to  have ac ted  ou t of 
desperation  and i l lu s io n ,  in  a hopeless  search  f o r  a l i f e - d e f in in g  r e a l i ­
ty  in  a life -d e n y in g  w orld. I  w i l l  show, though, th a t  O 'C onnor's imagery 
of death suggests th a t  th e  s e l f  i s  l e a s t  complete when a c h a ra c te r  i s  
f le e in g  death ; and conversely , th a t  th e  s e l f  i s  most f u l l y  re a l iz e d  
when the  ch a ra c te r  in  question  subm its to  th e  p rocess o f h is  own death .
The f u t i l i t y  o f a ttem pting  to  r e s i s t  death  i s  s ta te d  most emphat­
ic a l ly  in  "A S troke of Good Fortune" and "A L ate Encounter With th e  Ene­
my. " The main c h a ra c te rs  in  both th e se  s to r ie s  delude them selves in to  
th ink ing  th a t  they  have found some form ula fo r  l iv in g  e n d le ss ly , some 
version  o f th e  fo u n ta in  o f you th . Ruby H il l  a s so c ia te s  her m o th e r 's  
death w ith her ch ild -b e a r in g , and hence determ ines no t to  bear any c h ild ­
ren  h e r s e lf .  General Sash t r i e s  to  s tav e  o f f  death  by wearing th e  u n i­
form o f h is  vanished youth and by k is s in g  p r e t ty  g i r l s  a t  every oppor­
tu n i ty .  She would deny th e  in e v i t a b i l i t y  o f th e  fu tu re ,  and he th e  r e a l ­
i t y  of the  p a s t ,  both d esp e ra te ly  wanting to  p reserve  a p re se n t over
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which they  have th e  i l lu s io n  o f c o n tro l. But th e  s to r y 's  imagery shows 
Ruby's b a t t l e  to  be doomed from th e  o u ts e t; she i s  a lread y  p regnan t, 
and her human form bears th e  stamp o f death : she i s  "shaped n e a r ly  l ik e
a fu n e ra l urn" (p . 95 ). Like her m other, she w i l l  bear c h ild re n , and 
she w ill  "ge t deader w ith every one o f them" (p . 97 ). R uby's pregnancy 
means th a t  l i f e  and death  come a t  her s im ultaneously , and th a t  to  seek 
to  p reserve th e  one w hile denying th e  o th e r i s  to  f a i l  to  become human. 
I t  i s  to  become "the  b ig  f l o r i d  vegetab le"  she resem bles. S im ila rly , 
th e re  i s  a  c o r re la t io n  between th e  G en era l's  a ttem p t to  deny th e  p ro ­
gression  o f h is to ry ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  coming o f h i s  own death , and th e  
o b jec tiv e  imagery which reduces h is  humanity to  th e  le v e l  o f an in s e c t :  
"He was as f r a i l  as a s p id e r” (p . 11*0). Because he has co n stru c ted  h is  
selfhood ou t o f th e  m a te r ia ls  o f a dead p a s t and an a r t i f i c i a l  p re se n t, 
Sash becomes a p ie ce  of museum f u rn i tu re ,  and on ly  th e  most m echanical 
functions d i f f e r e n t ia t e  between th e  c o rp se - lik e  presence he m ain ta ins 
throughout th e  s to ry  and th e  corpse he becomes a t  the  end.
Two o th e r c h a ra c te rs  a re  shown to  be invo lved  in  a  l i f e - lo n g  a t ­
tempt to deny th e  r e a l i t y  o f  death  in  th e i r  l i v e s .  The M is f i t  ("A Good 
Man I s  Hard To Find") d esc rib e s  h im self as having been "buried  a l iv e ,"  
and he t r i e s  to  break ou t o f t h i s  d e a th - in - l i f e  through p le a su re , which 
he equates w ith meanness. He prem ises h is  id e n t i ty  upon th e  n o tion  th a t  
in  order to  be good, one must be p e r fe c t ,  o r C h r is t - l ik e j  and s in ce  
he cannot be p e r fe c t ,  he w i l l  be th e  opp o site  o f good. But when he 
recognizes th a t  th e  Grandmother becomes "a  good woman" by making a  human 
gestu re , and no t a  d iv in e  one, th i s  id e n t i ty  i s  th re a te n e d : " I t  a i n ' t
no r e a l  p le a su re  in  l i f e "  (p . 133). The G randm other's human g es tu re  
comes a t  th e  very moment when she ceases to  s tru g g le  a g a in s t dea th , when
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she l e t s  down th e  defenses she has spen t h e r l i f e  e re c tin g . No longer 
concerned w ith  appearing to  be "a la d y ,"  she becomes a  good woman by- 
voicing her human fe e l in g s  f o r  th e  p a th e tic  k i l l e r ,  in  s p i te  o f th e  f a ­
t a l  consequences. The M is f i t 's  te r s e  comment th a t  "She would o f been a 
good woman . . .  i f  i t  had been somebody th e re  to  shoot h e r every min­
u te  o f her l i f e ” (p . 133) co n ta in s  th e  s to r y 's  b a s ic  p o in t .  That i s  
th a t  f u l l  r e a l iz a t io n  o f o n e 's  human p o te n t ia l  comes only  when one r e ­
mains open to  th e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f death . In  sh o r t,  to  a c t as i f  each 
moment were o n e 's  l a s t  i s  to  f in d  an id e n t i ty  which i s  no t d is to r te d  by 
flim sy  attem pts to  defend a g a in s t the  in d e fe n s ib le .
More than  any o th e r o f O 'C onnor's c h a ra c te rs , Asbury, i n  "The 
Enduring C h i l l ,"  i s  aware o f  h is  own death . Throughout th e  s to ry , he 
f e e ls  "as i f  death were a lready  p la y fu l ly  r a t t l i n g  h is  bones" (p . 377).
But l ik e  th e  M is f it  he assumes a  death -defy ing  s tan ce : he w il l  t r a n s ­
l a te  death in to  Death, and see h is  own dying as "a unique tragedy" (p.
360), an ac tin g  ou t o f th e  A rt he has been in capab le  o f  c re a tin g  during 
h is  l i f e :  "He could have hastened  h is  death bu t su ic id e  would no t have
been a  v ic to iy .  Death was coming to  him le g it im a te ly ,  as a  j u s t i f i c a ­
tio n , as a g i f t  from l i f e .  This was h is  g re a te s t  trium ph" (p . 370). In  
h is  dream -fantasy o f h is  own b u r ia l ,  he sees "A rt,"  th e  god he has wor­
shipped, "come to  wake him" from death . But th e  image o f  h is  would-be 
re su rre c tio n  i s  im m ediately transform ed in to  a nightm are o f  dea th , no t 
as an a r t  form, bu t as an unseemly r e a l i t y :  "A ll around him th e  cows
were spread ou t g razing  in  th e  m oonlight and one la rg e  w hite one, v io le n t­
ly  spo tted , was s o f t ly  l ic k in g  h is  head as i f  i t  were a b lock o f s a l t "
(p. 37i|). A sbury 's ab o rtiv e  a ttem pt to  communicate w ith  th e  J e s u i t  
p r ie s t ,  and h is  burlesque o f a l a s t  communion w ith th e  h ire d  hands, are
in tended to  be a c ts  in  th i s  g re a t tragedy  of an a r t i s t  dying young. But 
th e  a c to r  i s  denied a m eaningful dea th , as he i s  doomed to  surv ive to  
p lay  a  le s s e r  ro le  in  a  l i f e  which i s  n o t th e  melodrama he had envisioned 
fo r  h im se lf, complete w ith a grand e x i t .  R ather, h is  l i f e  i s  to  be a 
steady d e c lin e , an a n ti-c l im a c t ic  p rocess of succumbing to  th e  l im ita ­
tio n s  o f h is  own m o r ta li ty . Death w il l  n o t l i b e r a te  A sbury 's imagina­
tio n . R ather than  being s e t  "w hirling  o f f  in  a widening gyre" (p . 361i), 
Asbury f in d s  h im self trapped  l ik e  Leda, pinned down by th e  c h i l l in g  rev ­
e la tio n  th a t  l i f e  i s  to  be endured. That the  t e r r o r  he experiences i s  
described  as "p u rify in g "  suggests th a t  th e  new l i f e  he aw aits w i l l  be one 
in  which he i s  c leansed  of h is  p re te n s io n s  o f removal from humanity. His 
new sense o f  l i f e  as subm ission to  th e  f a c t  o f death  w i l l ,  th e  s to ry  sug­
g e s ts , enable him to  develop in to  a  new s e l f  to  meet th e  term s o f th a t  
new l i f e .
The id e a  of re tu rn in g  home to  d ie  and be b u ried  i s ,  fo r  Tanner 
in  "Judgement Day," a l ib e r a t in g  one. Unlike Asbury, Tanner longs to  r e ­
tu rn  to  h is  n a tiv e  ground, and fo r  him th e  f a c t  o f  death  i s  secondary to  
the more im portan t f a c t  of th e  re tu rn .  The s to r y 's  d e sc r ip tio n s  suggest 
th a t  in  one sense Tanner has a lready  d ied  before h is  removal to  New York: 
"His eyes were tra in e d  on h e r l ik e  th e  eyes of an angry corpse" (p . 533)J 
"Tanner had continued to  look acro ss  th e  f i e l d  as i f  h is  s p i r i t  had been 
sucked out o f him in to  th e  woods and noth ing  was l e f t  on th e  c h a ir  but 
a s h e ll"  (p . 5^0)• H is fan ta sy  o f a r r iv in g  in  C orin th  in  a c o f f in ,  only 
to  pop up a l iv e  to  h i s  f r ie n d s ' d e l ig h t ,  i s  th e  s to r y 's  c e n tra l  metaphor 
fo r  death  as th e  f u l l  r e a l iz a t io n  o f  th e  s e l f ' s  p o te n t ia l .  Death i s  not 
to  be seen as an a l ie n a t in g , i s o la t in g  even t, as i s  T anner's  l i f e  in  th e  
c i ty j  bu t r a th e r  as an in te g ra t in g  experience. I t  i s  something which,
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in  the  comic te rn s  o f th e  fa n ta sy , one has in  common w ith  o n e 's  f r ie n d s .  
T anner's a b i l i t y  to  be com fortable w ith  th e  n o tio n  o f h is  own death  goes 
hand in  hand w ith  th e  s trong  sense o f s e l f  he conveys. Although geo­
g rap h ica lly  d is o r ie n te d  in  New York, and h i s to r i c a l l y  d isp laced  by h is  
archaic r a c i a l  a t t i tu d e s ,  h is  se lf-im age i s  never in  doubt, and h is  w i l l  
i s  in ta c t  even when h is  p e rcep tio n s  are  d is to r te d .
Like Tanner, Old Tarw ater i s  preoccupied w ith  th e  image o f  him­
s e lf  in  h is  c o f f in .  His in s is te n c e  th a t  he be p ro p e rly  bu ried  in d ic a te s  
th a t  he accep ts h is  own death  as r ig h t .  S i t t in g  in  h is  c o f f in ,  he le c ­
tu re s  h is  nephew th a t  " the  world was made fo r  th e  dead. Think o f  a l l  
the dead th e re  are  . . . T h ere 's  a m illio n  tim es more dead than  l iv in g  
and th e  dead a re  dead a  m illio n  tim es longer than  th e  l iv in g  a re  a liv e "
(p. 312). Old Tarw ater i s  a lso  l ik e  Tanner in  h is  unequivocal sense of 
knowing who and what he i s ,  and in  h is  r e s is ta n c e  o f s o c ie ty 's  e f f o r t s  
to  a l t e r  th a t  s e l f  through i t s  m ental in s t i t u t i o n s ,  o r  to  q u an tify  i t  
through ed u ca tio n a l t e s t in g .  Both th ese  c h a ra c te rs  a re  noteworthy be­
cause they are  a c tiv e  and w i l l f u l .  They stand  out in  a f i c t io n  f i l l e d  
with s e lf -d o u b te rs  and w ith  m orally  paralyzed  c h a ra c te rs . Their cap ac ity  
to  m ain tain  a ho ld  on th e i r  own i d e n t i t i e s ,  and to  a c t d e c is iv e ly , a lb e i t  
in e f fe c tiv e ly , d e riv e s  from th e i r  read in ess  to  see death  as a  com pletion 
of l i f e ,  and no t as a  th r e a t  to  an a r t i f i c i a l l y  co n triv ed  sense o f  w ell 
being. To make o f death an a b s tra c tio n  as Sheppard does i s  to  s e t  o n ese lf  
up to  be p ara ly zed  by i t s  concre te  r e a l i t y .  And to  deny i t s  potency, as 
the grandmother does when she d resses  " lik e  a la d y ,"  i s  to  be stung a l l  
the more e f f e c t iv e ly  by i t s  po ison . R ather, th e  imagery o f th e se  s to r ie s  
would suggest, one i s  b e s t o f f  w ith o n e 's  own c o ff in  w ith in  easy reach .
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The images I  have examined in  t h i s  chap ter suggest two th ings 
about O 'Connor's conception o f th e  s e l f .  The f i r s t  i s  th a t  she saw hu­
man id e n t i ty  to  be a tenuous p ro p o s itio n , c e r ta in ly  n o t a given a t  b i r th .  
The world she p ro je c ts  through th e  eyes o f her n a r ra to r s  i s  a  r a d ic a lly  
reductive  one, and c h a ra c te rs  must work a g a in s t i t s  d e -p e rso n a liz in g  
tendencies by seeing  in  them selves and in  o th e rs  human forms and human 
functions which d i f f e r  from th e  non-human forms and fu n c tio n s  which 
th rea ten  th e i r  i d e n t i t i e s .  The cap a c ity  to  see i n  o n ese lf  and o th e rs  
the stamp of a common human id e n t i ty  c o n s t i tu te s ,  as I  w i l l  show in  the  
coming ch ap te rs , th e  experience o f grace in  a w orld which i s  o therw ise 
doomed to  the  chaos o f  animal and m echanical fo rc e s .
O 'C onnor's imagery a lso  c a l l s  in to  questio n  th e  n o tio n  th a t  th e re  
i s  such a th in g  as a c le a r ly  defined  a d u lt s e l f - id e n t i t y ,  th a t  human de­
velopment means a l in e a r  passage from a c h i ld - l ik e  s e l f  (p ass iv e  and de­
pendent) in to  an ad u lt s e l f  ( a c t iv e  and independen t). R ather, her f i c t io n  
shows balanced selfhood to  in c lu d e  a re c o g n itio n  o f o n e 's  c h i ld - l ik e  needs 
fo r  in ter-dependence w ith o th e rs .  U ltim ate ly , t h i s  need d e riv e s  from 
the f a c t  o f universal, m o r ta li ty ,  from th e  i s o la t io n  a l l  fa c e  in  th e  grave. 
Hence the  presence o f so many images o f death  as a f a c t  o f l i f e .  I f  the  
id e n ti ty  a c h a ra c te r  embraces i s  too se lf -c o n sc io u s ly  "a d u lt"  ( i .  e . s e l f -  
s u f f ic ie n t  and r a t io n a l ) ,  then  th a t  id e n t i ty  d is so lv e s  when th e  ch a ra c te r 
i s  fo rced  to  confron t the  r e a l i t y  th a t  th e  r a t io n a l  component of th e  s e l f  
i s  no t s u f f ic ie n t  to  s tave  o f f  th e  f a c t  o f death .
CHAPTER II
THREE VIEWS OF THE WOODS;
THE SELF AND THE EXTERNAL WORLD
O 'C onnor's w ell known re l ig io u s  view point has le d  a number o f her 
c r i t i c s  to  desc rib e  h e r work as "sac ram en ta l,'1 a  term which suggests th a t  
n a tu ra l o b je c ts  in  her s to r ie s  are  meant to  be seen as s ig n s  o f s p i r i t u a l  
r e a l i t i e s .  O thers go f u r th e r ,  n o tin g  the  in flu en ce  o f M ircea E lia d e , and 
re fe r  to  h e r works as "h ie ro p h o n ic ," which means th a t  they  convey a  be- 
l i e f  th a t  n a tu ra l  o b je c ts  embody s p i r i t u a l  fo rc e s .  C e rta in ly  O 'C onnor's 
f ic t io n  lends i t s e l f  to  such view s, as i t  abounds w ith  images such as the  
follow ing; "The sun was a huge red  b a l l  l ik e  an e lev a ted  Host drenched 
in  blood" (p . 2U8). But th i s  k ind  o f  term inology concerns i t s e l f  w ith  
the w r i te r 's  theo logy , la rg e ly  ign o rin g  the  way in  which such imagery 
works in  her f i c t i o n .  A more re le v a n t and rev ea lin g  approach to  th e  f i c ­
tio n  i s  to  s e t  a s id e  th e  question  o f  whether o r  no t O'Connor h e r s e l f  be­
lieved  in  such fo rc e s  in  n a tu re , and to  focus upon th e  f a c t  th a t  h e r  f i c ­
tio n a l world con ta in s  ch a ra c te rs  whose psyches are  shaped by p a r t i c u la r  
v is ions  o f n a tu re  and o f th e  phenomenal world in  g en e ra l. In  b r i e f ,  I  am
1Cf. F eeley , pp. 113-39; M artin , pp. 10—27j Melvin Friedman, 
"Flannery O 'C onnor's Sacred O b jec ts ,"  in  The Added Dimension, ed. Melvin 
Friedman and Lewis Lawson (New Y o rk ;. Fordham Univ. .P ress , 1966), pp. 
196-205; and .P reston  Browning, " 'P a rk e r 's  B ack '; F lannery  O 'C onnor's 




suggesting th a t  we do n o t see as O’C onnor's f i c t i o n a l  m a te r ia l  h e r own 
b e l ie f  in  symbols o r  sacram ents, and th a t  we focus upon something much 
more acc e ss ib le  to  h e r  re a d e rs , namely th e  e x te n t to  which h e r c h a ra c te rs  
derive th e i r  s e l f - id e n t i t y  from symbolic o b je c ts .
In  Chapter One I  focused on O 'C onnor's o b je c tiv e ly  rendered  images 
of people as th in g s  o r  as anim als, suggesting  th a t  th e se  images r e f l e c t  a 
process by which c h a ra c te rs  c o n tr ib u te  to  th e i r  own d e -p e rso n a liz a tio n .
In  th i s  chap ter I  w i l l  look more c lo se ly  a t  examples o f c h a ra c te rs  f in d ­
ing a le s s  than  f u l ly  human id e n t i ty  by a f f i l i a t i n g  them selves w ith  sym­
bo lic  o b je c ts  o r non-human phenomena which they  th in k  w i l l  d e fin e  them in  
a favorab le  l i g h t .  S p e c if ic a l ly  I  w i l l  examine th re e  common s tan ces  h e r 
ch arac te rs  assume in  r e la t io n  to  th e  phenomenal w orld: f l i g h t  to ,  escape
from, and possession  o f th in g s  as means o f  d e fin in g  th e  s e l f .  Each o f 
these  p o s tu re s  becomes an obsession  w ith  th e  non-human, th ereby  p rec lud ing  
a search f o r  id e n t i ty  w ith in  a  human framework. And because th e  o b je c ts  
they use as bases f o r  id e n t i ty  a re  s t a t i c ,  f ix e d  in  t h e i r  im p lic a tio n s  f o r  
the s e l f ,  c h a ra c te rs  lo s e  t h e i r  p ro je c te d  id e n t i t i e s  when th ey  f in d  them­
selves sub jec ted  to  th e  dynamics o f s o c ia l  change.
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In  two s to r ie s  O'Connor has c h a ra c te rs  f a i l  to  d e fin e  them selves 
w ith in  th e  con tex t o f  a r e a l  p re se n t s i tu a t io n  when they  r e t r e a t  to  a men­
t a l  image o f  an id e n t i ty  w ith  which they  a re  more com fortab le . For th e  
Grandmother in  "A Good Man I s  Hard to  F ind" and f o r  th e  Chestnys in  “Every­
th ing  That R ises Must Converge,” r e a l i t y  i s  marked by scream ing c h ild re n , 
marred landscapes, g ra tu ito u s  v io le n c e , sq u a lid  neighborhoods, and ambigu­
ous c la s s  and r a c i a l  id e n t i ty .  Thus, th ey  escape th e  p re sen t by remember­
ing  the  se lv es  they  had once known in  d i f f e r e n t  p la c e s  and tim es . The
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symbols o f th e se  form er id e n t i t i e s  a re  th e  G randm other's p la n ta t io n  and 
the r u r a l  mansion th e  Chestnys had once in h a b ite d . Because economic r e a l ­
i t i e s  have destroyed  th e  houses and a l l  they  re p re se n t, th e  c h a ra c te rs
cannot su s ta in  id e n t i t i e s  which d e riv e  s o le ly  from th e  p r iv a te  symbolic 
import o f  th in g s  which no longer mean anything to  o th e rs .  T heir f ix a t io n  
upon th e  s e lf -d e f in in g  v a lues  con tained  in  th e  images o f  th e i r  form er 
c lass  id e n t i t i e s  ren d ers  them unable to  form p re se n t i d e n t i t i e s  u n t i l  
they a re  fo rced  to  do so by th e  in e v ita b ly  v io le n t  hand o f  s o c ia l  change. 
In  "A Good Man I s  Hard To F in d ,"  th e re  i s  a  d i r e c t  c la sh  between th e  
grandm other's tendency to  rom an tic ize  h e r surroundings and th e  inexo rab le  
encroachments of r e a l i t y ,  u l t im a te ly  embodied in  th e  M is f i t .  E arly  on, 
the s to ry  e s ta b l is h e s  a sharp c o n tra s t  between f a c t  and fancy , w ith  th e  
grandmother c o n tin u a lly  transfo rm ing  th e  m inu tiae  o f l i f e  in to  in te r e s t in g  
d e ta i ls :
She s a t  in  th e  middle o f th e  back se a t w ith  John Wesley and June 
S ta r  on e i th e r  s id e  o f  h e r . B ailey  and th e  c h i ld r e n 's  mother and 
th e  baby s a t  i n  f ro n t  and they  l e f t  A tla n ta  a t  e ig h t f o r ty - f iv e  
w ith  the  m ileage on th e  ca r a t  55890. The grandmother w rote th i s  
down because she thought i t  would be in te r e s t in g  to  say how many 
m iles  they  had been when they  got back. I t  took them twenty m inutes 
to  reach th e  o u ts k ir t s  o f th e  c i ty .  (p . 118)
Her ro se a te  view transfo rm s poverty  in to  cu ten ess: " L i t t l e  n ig g e rs  in  th e
country d o n 't  have th in g s  l i k e  we do. I f  I  could p a in t ,  I 'd  p a in t  th a t
p ic tu re "  (p . 119)j and death  in to  l i t e r a r y  romance: "They passed  a  la rg e
cotton f i e l d  w ith  f iv e  o r s ix  graves fenced in  th e  m iddle o f i t ,  l i k e  a
small is la n d .  'Look a t  th e  g rav ey a rd ! ' th e  grandmother s a id , p o in tin g
i t  ou t. 'That was th e  o ld  fam ily  burying ground. That belonged to  th e
p la n ta tio n  . . . Gone With th e  W ind'" (pp. 119-20). At th i s  p o in t in  the
sto ry , th e  n a r r a t o r 's  d e sc r ip tio n s  of n a tu re  support th e  grandm other's
optimism, as they  jux tapose  h e r v is io n  w ith th a t  o f  more myopic c h a ra c te rs :
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"The t r e e s  were f u l l  o f s i lv e r -w h ite  su n lig h t and th e  m eanest o f  them 
spark led . The c h ild re n  were read ing  comic magazines and th e i r  mother 
had gone to  s leep "  (p . 119). R obert F itz g e ra ld  sees th i s  image o f  mean 
tre e s  spark ling  as an in d ic a tio n  o f  O 'C onnor's own sense th a t  th e  phenom-
image i s  more a  r e f le c t io n  o f the  c h a ra c te r 's  s e n s ib i l i ty  than  o f th e  
a u th o r 's , and th e  im portan t p o in t i s  th a t  a t  t h i s  s tage  th e  n a r ra t iv e  
voice obviously  fa v o rs  th e  o ld  woman's tendency to  take n o te  o f  the  beau­
ty  of n a tu re , in  c o n tra s t  to  the  c h i ld r e n 's  meanness and th e  daugh ter- 
in - la w 's  o b liv io n .
When th e  fam ily  s to p s  a t  th e  r e s ta u ra n t ,  a change occurs in  th e  
grandm other's p e rsp e c tiv e , and w ith  i t  a s h i f t  in  n a r r a t iv e  p e rsp e c tiv e .
As Sammy B u t ts 's  rep ea ted  expressions o f  d i s t r u s t  o f  human n a tu re  appeal 
to  the grandm other's f e r t i l e  im ag ination , she s l ip s  i r r e t r ie v a b ly  in to  
a s ta te  o f n o s ta lg ia ,  caught up in  a longing  f o r  a p a s t which may never 
have e x is te d . The c e n tra l  symbol f o r  th a t  p a s t  i s  the  Southern mythic 
image o f n a tu re  tamed and o rdered : "O utside o f Tbombsboro she woke up and
re c a lle d  an o ld  p la n ta t io n  th a t  she had v is i t e d  in  th i s  neighborhood once 
when she was a young la d y . She sa id  th e  house had s ix  w hite  columns across 
the f ro n t  and th a t  th e re  was an avenue o f oaks le ad in g  up to  i t  and two 
l i t t l e  wooden t r e l l i s  arbo rs  on e i th e r  s id e  in  f r o n t  where you s a t  down 
with your s u i to r  a f te r  a s t r o l l  in  th e  garden" (p . 123). Denying the  p re s ­
en t, both f a c tu a l  and f a n c i f u l ,  th e  grandmother le ad s  h e r  ch ild re n  n o t to  
the  n o n -e x is te n t Toombsboro bu t to  th e  w aiting  tomb. And as th e  ch a ra c te r 
ignores her phenomenal w orld, the  n a r ra t iv e  vo ice p a r ts  company w ith  h e r , 
p ro je c tin g  images o f n a tu re  which are  dark and fo rbod ing . The t r e e s ,  which
2enal world p ossesses  worth simply because i t  e x i s t s .  But c le a r ly  th e
oRobert F itz g e ra ld , In tro d u c tio n  
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once spark led , are  now "d u s t-c o a te d ," and th e  woods are  " t a l l ,  dark , and 
deep." The road which lead s  to  th e  p a s t  has "sudden washes in  i t  and 
sharp curves on dangerous embankments" (p . 12U). In  h e r escape from th e  
p resen t the  grandmother becomes d iso r ie n te d  in  space and tim e. Wonder­
ing " i f  the  twin arbo rs  were s t i l l  s ta n d in g ,"  she i s  b lin d ed  to  th e  dan­
gers lu rk in g  in  th e  untamed woods o f th e  p re s e n t,  o b liv io u s  u n t i l  she 
hears "the wind move through th e  t r e e s  l i k e  a long s a t i s f i e d  insuck o f 
b reath" (p . 129).
I t  i s  im portan t to  th e  Grandm other's growth th a t  she become lo s t  
l ik e  th i s .  When th e  fa m ilia r  images she had r e l i e d  upon to  defin e  h e r­
s e lf  e x te rn a lly  become a l ie n ,  she i s  fo rced  to  d e fin e  h e r s e l f  w ithou t 
v is ib le  tokens o f s ta tu s ,  sex, o r ra c e . Thus she can become, in  th e  Mis­
f i t ' s  words, "a good woman,11 only when she ceases to  r e ly  upon r e a l  and 
fancied  badges which defin e  h e r as "a la d y ."  As I  w i l l  show, th e  ex p e ri­
ence o f being lo s t  i s  a common one in  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n .  She fo rc e s  a 
number o f h e r  c h a ra c te rs  to  lo se  th e i r  sa fe  and easy in d ic a to rs  of s e l f -  
worth in  o rd er to  have them search f o r  deeper and more p e rv as iv e  human 
values. The experience i s ,  o f course , trau m a tiz in g , and o f te n  i t  i s  f a ­
t a l .  But th e  trauma i s  a f i r s t  s tep  toward human growth, and th e  in s ta n t  
of death can g ran t th e  moment o f s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n  th e  c h a ra c te r  has 
f a i le d  to  f in d  in  a l i f e - t im e .
"Everything That R ises Must Converge" u ses  as a c e n tr a l  symbol a 
ru ra l  r e t r e a t  s im ila r  to  th e  one which d iv e rte d  th e  Grandmother from a 
necessary  concern w ith  th e  p re se n t to  a dooming f ix a t io n  w ith  th e  p a s t .  
The lo s t  Godhigh mansion tem pts J u lia n  and h is  mother to  t r y  to  in s u la te  
themselves from th e i r  surroundings, thereby  exposing them selves to  th e  
dangers of change, which they  ig n o re . T heir p re se n t surroundings a re
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shabby: "Each house had a  narrow c o l la r  o f d i r t  around i t  in  which s a t ,
u su a lly , a  grubby c h ild "  (p . 1*06). A gainst th i s  r e a l i t y ,  J u lia n  p laces  
h is  dream o f a more p a s to ra l  ex istences  "He v is u a liz e d  a p la ce  where the  
n ea re s t neighbors would be th re e  m iles away on e i th e r  s id e"  (p . 1*06).
More s p e c if ic a l ly ,  he r e t r e a t s ,  as does h is  m other, to  th e  memory o f a 
p lace which had accorded them a more im portan t s o c ia l  p o s i t io n , namely 
the mansion which had once been owned by th e i r  w ealthy an ce sto rs :
But i t  remained in  h is  mind as h is  mother had known i t .  I t  appeared 
in  h is  dreams re g u la r ly .  He would s tan d  on th e  wide porch , l i s t e n ­
ing  to  th e  r u s t l e  o f oak le a v e s , then  wander through th e  h ig h -c e i l -  
inged h a l l  th a t  opened onto i t  and gaze a t  th e  worn rugs and faded 
d rap e rie s  . . .  He p re fe rre d  i t s  th read b are  elegance to  anything he 
could name and i t  was because o f i t  th a t  a l l  th e  neighborhoods they 
had ever l iv e d  in  had been a torm ent to  him. (pp. 1*08-09)
Because th i s  image becomes a symbol o f who they  a re , J u lia n  and h is  mother 
have no id e n t i ty  in  a  w orld in  which th e  image has no p la c e . Like th e  
Grandmother, th e se  c h a ra c te rs  become a l ie n a te d  from a dynamic s o c ia l nexus 
when they allow  a  fa n ta sy  o f  l i f e  in  th e  p a s t  to  in te rv e n e  between th e  
selves they  a re  and th e  se lv es  they  would l ik e  to  have become. Because 
of th i s  d is s o c ia t io n , Mrs. C hestny 's  fo rced  co n fro n ta tio n  w ith  th e  p re sen t 
—in  th e  form o f th e  b lack woman's pocketbook—le av es  them both h e lp le s s ,  
unable to  f in d  a p o in t o f co n tac t w ith  th e  w orld in  which they  l iv e .
Moreso than  any o th e r o f O 'C onnor's s to r i e s ,  th i s  one makes an ex­
p l i c i t  connection between s e l f - d e f in i t io n  and lo c a tio n  in  p la ce  and tim e. 
Mrs. Chestny re p e a te d ly  i n s i s t s  th a t  she knows who she i s ,  w hile Ju lia n  
denies her th i s  self-know ledge, claim ing th a t  she i s  tem porally  and s p a t i ­
a l ly  d iso r ie n te d  and im plying th a t  i t  i s  he who knows who and where he i s :
'They d o n 't  g ive a damn f o r  your g ra c io u sn e ss , ' J u l ia n  s a id  savagely . 
'Knowing who you are i s  good f o r  one gen era tio n  o n ly . You h a v e n 't  
th e  fo g g ie s t id e a  who you are  o r where you s t  aid now .'
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. . .  ' I  most c e r ta in ly  do know who I  am ,1 she s a id , 'and  i f  you 
d o n 't  know who you a re , I 'm  ashamed o f you. . . . Your g re a t­
g rand fa ther was a governor o f th i s  s ta t e  . . . Your g ran d fa th er was 
a prosperous landowner. Your grandmother was a  G odhigh.'
'W ill you look around y o u , ' he sa id  te n se ly , 'and see where you a re  
now?' And he swept h is  arm je r k i ly  o u t to  in d ic a te  th e  neighborhood, 
which th e  growing darkness a t  l e a s t  made le s s  d ingy, (p . 207)
The s to ry  goes on to  show th a t  J u l i a n 's  own d is lo c a tio n  i s  as g re a t as 
h is  m o th er 's . H is trauma upon r e a l iz in g  th i s  i s  g re a t because h is  r ig id ly  
s e lf -r ig h te o u s  judgments o f h e r had formed th e  b a s is  f o r  h is  p u b lic  s e l f  
image. R ather than  confron t th e  s o c ia l  upheavals o f  a changing South o r  
the personal t r i a l s  o f th e  f a i l e d  w r i te r ,  th e se  c h a ra c te rs  t r y  to  use a 
p r iv a te  symbol o f r e t r e a t  to  enable them to  elude th e  p re se n t f a c t s  o f 
th e ir  mean and p e t ty  e x is te n c e s . In  so doing they  f a i l  to  e s ta b l is h  th e  
personal q u a l i t i e s  needed fo r  su rv iv a l in  a  world which, though shabby, 
i s  the  only one they  have. When th e  p a s t ,  o r  a symbol o f  a  h app ier p a s t ,  
becomes too com pelling a  means o f  s e l f - d e f in i t io n ,  O 'C onnor's ch a ra c te rs  
cease to  l iv e  in  th e  p re s e n t. The r e s u l t  i s  th e  s tu n te d  growth o f Ju lia n  
and h is  m other, o r  th e  d e a th - in - l i f e  o f General Sash ( MA L ate Encounter 
With The Enemy") which I  d iscussed  in  Chapter One. Only when some traum at­
ic  encounter fo rc e s  th e  c h a ra c te r  in to  th e  p re se n t can he o r  she be ready 
to  en te r  "the  a d u lt  world" which J u lia n  fa c e s  o r  th e  human cond itio n  which 
the Grandmother experiences, i f  only fo r  an in s ta n t .
In  th e  p rev ious chap ter i t  was shown th a t  Harry A sh fie ld  ("The 
River") and Norton ("The Lame S h a ll E nter F i r s t" )  lo se  th e i r  l iv e s  in  mis­
d irec ted  attem pts to  become se lv es  in  a w orld which c u ts  than o f f  from th e  
human nourish ing  needed to  su s ta in  th e  s e l f .  In  both t h e i r  s to r ie s ,  th e  
m isd irec tio n  i s  p resen ted  as a  naive b e l ie f  in  an image o f  n a tu re  as th e  
embodiment o f th a t  nou rish ing  fo rc e . In  H a rry 's  im ag ination , f i r s t  the  
woods, and then  th e  r iv e r  i t s e l f ,  become p la c e s  where he w i l l  "coun t,"
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id y l l ic  s e t t in g s  which he a s so c ia te s  w ith  th e  C h ris t p ic tu re  and w ith  th e  
exorcism. Most im p o rtan tly , th e  s to r y 's  imagery sh a rp ly  c o n tra s ts  th e se  
p laces w ith th e  s tu l t i f y in g  atmosphere o f h is  home and w ith  th e  c i ty  in  
which he knows only  lo n e lin e s s .  The d is t in c t io n  between c i ty  and country  
i s  firm ly  e s ta b lis h e d , as i s  th e  im portance o f th i s  d is t in c t io n  to  the  
c h i ld 's  se lf-im age:
I t  occurred  to  him th a t  he was lucky th i s  tim e th a t  they  had found 
Mrs. Connin who would tak e  you away fo r  th e  day in s te a d  o f  an o rd in ary  
s i t t e r  who only s a t  where you l iv e d  o r  went to  th e  p ark . You found 
ou t more when you l e f t  where you l iv e d , (p . 163)
Across th e  r iv e r  th e re  was a low red  and gold grove o f s a s sa f ra s  w ith  
h i l l s  o f  dark b lue  t r e e s  behind i t  and an o ccasional p in e  ju t t in g  
over th e  sk y lin e . Behind, in  th e  d is ta n c e , th e  c i ty  ro se  l ik e  a 
c lu s te r  o f w arts on th e  s id e  o f th e  m ountain, (p . 165)
' I f  I  b a p tiz e  y o u , ' th e  p reacher s a id , 'y o u 'l l  be ab le  to  go to  th e  
Kingdom o f C h r is t .  Y o u 'll be washed in  th e  r iv e r  o f s u f fe r in g , son, 
and y o u 'l l  go by th e  r iv e r  o f l i f e .  Do you want t h a t? ' 'Y e s , ' th e  
c h ild  s a id , and though t, ' I  w on 't go back to  th e  apartm ent th en , I ' l l  
go under th e  r i v e r . ' (p . 168)
To Harry, th e  woods and th e  r iv e r  become a  fa n ta sy  w orld; and th e  d e lig h t 
he takes in  n a tu re  rev iv e s  h is  very  sense of being a l iv e .  The s to r y 's  
close and len g th y  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  h is  f i r s t  experience w ith  n a tu re  conveys 
a sense o f wonder th e  boy had been denied in  h is  home l i f e ,  and b ears  
quota tion  in  f u l l  because i t  p rov ides an in s ig h t  in to  th e  k ind  of l i f e  he 
u ltim a te ly  seeks in  h is  re tu rn  to  th e  r iv e r :
His mind was dreamy and serene as they  walked along and when they  
tu rned  o f f  th e  highway onto a long red  c la y  road  winding between 
banks o f honeysuckle, he began to  make w ild  le ap s  and p u l l  forw ard 
on h e r hand as i f  he wanted to  dash o f f  and snatch  th e  sun which 
was ro l l in g  ahead o f them now.
They walked on th e  d i r t  road  f o r  a w hile and then  crossed  a 
f i e l d  s tr ip p le d  w ith  pu rp le  weeds and en te red  th e  shadows o f a wood 
where th e  ground was covered w ith  th ic k  p in e  n eed les . He had never 
been in  woods befo re  and he walked c a re fu l ly ,  look ing  from s id e  to  
s id e  as i f  he were e n te r in g  a s tran g e  country . They moved along a 
b r id le  pa th  th a t  tw is te d  dow nhill through c rac k lin g  red  le a v e s , and
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once, ca tch ing  a t  a branch to  keep h im se lf from s lip p in g , he looked 
in to  two fro zen  g reen-go ld  eyes enclosed  in  th e  darkness o f a t r e e -  
ho le . At th e  bottom o f th e  h i l l ,  th e  woods opened suddenly on a 
p astu re  d o tted  here  and th e re  w ith  b lack and w hite cows and sloping  
down, t i e r  a f te r  t i e r ,  to  a broad orange stream  where th e  r e f le c t io n  
of th e  sun was s e t  l ik e  a diamond, (pp. 163-61*)
In  the woods, Harry i s  u n fe tte re d , f r e e  to  be and a c t th e  boy he i s .  The 
honeysuckle, th e  s u n lig h t ,  the  shadows and th e  c le a r in g , even th e  s tran g e  
green eyes: th ese  are  th e  elem ents of m ystery and warmth th a t  mark h is  
entry  in to  a world where a l ie n a t io n  can lead  to  accep tance, and s tran g e ­
ness to  f a m i l ia r i ty .
When Harry leaves h is  drunken p a re n ts , h is  r e a l i t y ,  he hastens 
“to  get in to  th e  woods as f a s t  as he co u ld ."  Incapab le of d is tin g u ish in g  
between th e  symbolic “r iv e r  of l i f e "  and th e  a c tu a l r iv e r ,  he seeks new 
l i f e  by l i t e r a l l y  try in g  to  become a p a r t  o f th e  r iv e r ,  to  l in k  h im self 
with the n a tu ra l  s e t t in g  he nas come to  see as th e  p lace  where he belongs 
“He saw only th e  r iv e r ,  shimmering red d ish  yellow , and bounded in to  i t  
with h is  shoes and h is  coa t on and took a gu lp . He swallowed some and 
s p i t  the  r e s t  out and then  he stood  th e re  in  w ater up to  h is  ch est and 
looked around him. The sky was a c le a r  p a le  b lue , a l l  in  one p ie c e --e x -  
cept fo r  th e  ho le  th e  sun made—and f r in g e d  around th e  bottom w ith t r e e -  
tops. His coa t f lo a te d  to  the  su rface  and surrounded him l ik e  a strange  
gay l i l y  pad and he stood g rinn ing  in  the  sun" (p . 173)* Here, the  b o y 's  
image of n a tu re  as a seam less whole, and h is  quest f o r  id e n t i ty  in  th a t  
image, are rendered  p a th e tic  as h is  p o in t o f view i s  jux taposed  w ith th e  
n a r r a to r 's  image of th e  c h ild  as some b iz a r re  aquatic  p la n t g rinn ing  in  
the sun. The e f f e c t  o f th i s  c la sh  of images, and of th e  s to ry  as a 
whole, i s  to  warn ag a in s t a l i t e r a l  b e l ie f  in  n a tu r e 's  reg en e ra tiv e  power 
In  underscoring th e  degree to  which th e  s e l f  can become a l ie n a te d  in  th e
modern c i ty  and in  th e  contemporary fam ily , th e  s to ry  den ies th a t  n a tu re , 
r e a l  o r imagined, i s  a s u f f ic ie n t  sa lv e  f o r  th e  wounds i n f l i c t e d  upon 
the psyches of v ic tim s of s o c ia l  chaos.
Another p a r t  of n a tu re , th e  s ta r s ,  symbolize fo r  Norton what the  
woods and the  r iv e r  re p re se n t to  H arry. Another l i te ra l-m in d e d  c h ild , 
he envisions a t r i p  to  th e  heavens as a re tu rn  to  th e  s e c u r ity  and th e  
c lea r sense of s e l f  he had known w hile h is  mother l iv e d . As in  "The 
R iver,"  th e re  i s  a s trong  suggestion  in  "The Lame S h a ll E n ter F i r s t "  
th a t to  reach o u ts id e  o f th e  s e l f  and o u ts id e  of th e  human community 
surrounding th e  s e l f  i s  no t the  way to  r e a l iz e  o n e 's  own humanity. Nor­
to n 's  ab o rtiv e  f l i g h t ,  l ik e  H a rry 's  underw ater q u es t, i s  a  p a th e tic  a t ­
tempt to  evade r e a l i t y  by jo in in g  h is  s e lf-c o n c e p t w ith a symbol o f a 
happier mode o f e x is te n c e . O'Connor re p e a ts  th e  p a t te rn  a th i r d  tim e 
when she has Pow ell, th e  ado lescen t in  "A C irc le  in  the  F i r e , " seek to  
re p a ir  a broken sense o f s e l f  by re tu rn in g  to  th e  r u r a l  surroundings he 
had known in  a h app ier tim e. As in  th e  cases o f Harry and Norton, r e ­
generation  i s  denied th i s  th i r d  c h ild . His response , though no t l i t e r ­
a l ly  s u ic id a l ,  i s  equally  symptomatic o f a f r u s t r a te d  q u est f o r  s e l f ­
d e f in i tio n . Denied th e  p erso n a l harmony he had sought in  n a tu re , he 
destroys th e  p lace  he had loved most in  l i f e .  The symbol of th i s  u n a t­
ta in a b le  harmony i s ,  as th e  s to ry  makes c le a r ,  th e  boy 's  image of p ara ­
d ise : "He sa id  when he died  he wanted to  come h e re"  (p . 180). For each
of these  c h a ra c te rs  th e  journey to  n a tu re  as a psychic  p a rad ise  i s  mo­
tiv a te d  by an in a b i l i t y  to  f in d  a sense of belonging in  a  human community. 
But th e i r  f a i lu r e s  suggest th a t  escape to  n a tu re  i s  n o t th e  answer, and 
th a t  to  "count" th e  in d iv id u a l must f in d  th e  term s f o r  s e l f - d e f in i t io n  
with a human co n tex t.
The above s to r ie s  e x h ib it a  p a t te rn  o f c h a ra c te rs  seeking to  r e ­
t r e a t  from th e  chaos o f th e  p re se n t by lin k in g  th e i r  se lf-c o n c e p ts  to  a 
symbolic p lace  o r tim e in  which they  a re  p ro te c te d  from w hatever th r e a t ­
ens them. The r e s u l t  i s  always c a ta s tro p h ic , f o r  in  evading th e  e v i l  
they sense surrounding them, O’Connor's c h a ra c te rs  expose an unp ro tec ted  
flank to  th e  in e v ita b le  enemy. Nowhere i s  the  theme, th a t  r e t r e a t  to  
an i l lu s o ry  p lace  o r tim e l im it s  th e  s e l f ,  more t e l l i n g  than  in  "The 
A r t i f i c ia l  N igger." The c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te rs  o f th i s  s to ry  assume th a t  
e v il can c le a r ly  be lo c a te d  and th a t  they need only id e n t i f y  them selves 
with a p lace  where th e re  i s  no e v i l  in  o rder to  m ain ta in  a coherent sense 
of who they  a re . The imagery which concludes th e  s to ry  seems to  a ffirm  
th a t th e re  can be a p a s to ra l  r e t r e a t  f o r  th e  s e l f ,  as th e  f i n a l  scene 
suggests th a t  th e  Heads may have escaped th e  c i t y 's  chaos and found a 
secure haven in  th e i r  v e rs io n  o f th e  Garden o f Eden. Since th e  c r i t i c a l
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consensus i s  th a t  th i s  i s  th e  c o rre c t read ing  of th e  s to r y 's  conclusion , 
the question  of th e  Heads' r e tu rn  to  a  p lace  uncom plicated by "the m ystery 
of ex istence"  w il l  bear c lo se  s c ru tin y . What must be questioned  are  th e  
s to ry 's  to n e , and th e  a u th o r 's  a t t i tu d e  toward h e r c h a ra c te rs . Simply 
pu t, th e  problem reduces i t s e l f  to  th e  questio n  o f whether o r  no t th e  
Heads a re , u n lik e  c h a ra c te rs  anywhere e ls e  in  O 'Connor's f i c t i o n ,  in  f a c t  
"safe" in  th e i r  woods, and i f  so, whether th e i r  s a fe ty  i s  a value which 
the s to ry  a ffirm s.
The imagery i t s e l f  i s  unambiguous in  i t s  suggestion  th a t  n a tu re
^See, f o r  in s ta n c e , F eeley , pp. 120-21;; M artin , pp. 113-16; Eg- 
genschw iler, pp. 89, 90; P e te r  Hays, "Dante, T ob it, and 'The A r t i f i c i a l  
N i g g e r , S t u d i e s  in  Short F ic t io n  5 (1967), pp. 262-68; and Leon D risk- 
e l l  and Joan B r i t t a in .  The E te rn a l Crossroads (Lexington, Ky.: Univ. of 
Kentucky P re ss , 1971), p . 8 1 .
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i s  p a rad ise . At th e  v e ry  in s ta n t  when th e  Heads disembark from th e  t r a i n ,  
the moon, as i f  i t  had been aw aiting  th e i r  a r r iv a l ,  "sprang from a cloud 
and flooded th e  c le a r in g  w ith  l i g h t"  (p . 26?). As th e  nex t few sen tences 
suggest, th e  m oonlight c re a te s  a fan ta sy -w o rld , much l ik e  th a t  o f the  
grandm other's sp a rk lin g  t r e e s  and Harry A s h f ie ld 's  "stran g e  co u n try :"
As they  stepped o f f ,  th e  sage g rass  was sh iv e rin g  gen tly  in  shades 
o f s i lv e r  and th e  c l in k e rs  under th e i r  f e e t  g l i t t e r e d  w ith  a f re s h  
black l i g h t .  The tr e e to p s ,  fen c in g  th e  ju n c tio n  l i k e  th e  p ro te c t­
ing  w a lls  o f a  garden, were darker than  th e  sky which was hung w ith 
g ig a n tic  w hite clouds illu m in a te d  l ik e  la n te rn s ,  (p . 269)
Following th i s  glowing d e sc r ip t io n , th e  n a r ra to r  p re se n ts  an a r t i c u la te  
version  o f Mr. H ead's in ch o a te  f e e l in g  th a t  he has been saved, no ting  
th a t th e  c h a ra c te r  "knew th a t  th e re  were no words in  th e  world th a t  could 
name i t . "  C learly  th e  Edenic imagery o f t h i s  passage and th e  sense th a t  
the t r a in  d isappea rs  " l ik e  a  f r ig h te n e d  s e rp e n t,"  r e f l e c t  Mr. H ead's 
fe e lin g  th a t  he i s  "ready a t  th a t  in s ta n t  to  e n te r  p a ra d is e ."  What i s  
not c le a r  i s  th a t  th e se  images a re  th e  a u th o r 's  in d ic a tio n  th a t  he has 
already done so.
One c r i t i c  has seen th e  re fe re n c e s  to  m oonlight as th e  a u th o r 's  
attem pt to  re p re se n t a  su p e rn a tu ra l presence transfo rm ing  th e  phenomenal 
w orld.^ But th e  e a r ly  re fe re n c e s  to  m oonlight make i t  c le a r  th a t  O'Connor 
i s  p ro je c tin g  th e  country  s e t t in g  n o t as a p la c e  which i s  s p i r i t u a l l y  in ­
formed, bu t r a th e r  as a  p la c e  which r e f l e c t s  th e  c h a ra c te r 's  own e g o t i s t i ­
cal sense o f se lf-w o rth . The m oonlight c a s ts  "a d ig n ify in g  l i g h t  upon 
every th ing ;"  i t  g ives Mr. H ead's t ro u s e rs  "an alm ost noble a i r ; "  and i t  
m iraculously  transfo rm s h is  r u s t ic  fe a tu re s  in to  those  o f a V erg il o r  a 
Raphael. C e rta in ly  O'Connor i s  no t d esc rib in g  a hierophony when her n a r-
^Feeley , pp. 123-25*
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r a to r  says o f th e  s lo p - ja r  th a t  i t  was "made snow-white in  th e  m oonlight, 
and appeared to  stand  guard over him l ik e  a p e rso n a l angel” (p . 2$0) .
I t  i s  more l ik e ly  th a t  she i s  consciously  p la c in g  th e se  c h a ra c te rs  in  a 
•'Snow White" w orld, a  f a i r y  t a l e  setting in  which they  can e a s i ly  id e n t ify  
and u ltim a te ly  c o n tro l good and e v i l .  This i s  f u r th e r  evidenced when 
the sun comes up, rev ea lin g  a more r e a l  w orld in  which c l in k e rs  w il l  
prove to  be c l in k e rs  and where Mr. Head w i l l  show h im se lf to  be a  p e t ty  
l i a r ,  and n o t a V erg il: "A coarse look ing  orange co lored  sun coming up
behind the  e a s t  range of m ountains was making th e  sky a d u l l  red  behind 
them, bu t in  f r o n t  of them i t  was s t i l l  gray and they  faced  a gray t r a n s ­
paren t moon, hard ly  s tro n g e r than  a thum bprint and com pletely w ithou t 
l ig h t  . . . Under th e  u se le s s  morning moon th e  tra c k s  looked w hite and 
f r a g i le "  (p . 252)j "The sun shed a d u ll dry l i g h t  on th e  narrow s t r e e t ]  
everything looked ex ac tly  l ik e  what i t  was" (p . 26U) • This d e lib e ra te  
co n tra s t between m oonlight and su n lig h t w orlds concerns more than  the  
s to ry 's  s e t t in g .  The d iv is io n  r e c a l l s  Hawthorne's m etaphoric d is t in c t io n  
between th e  k inds o f l i g h t  shed upon th e  w orlds o f  th e  romance w r ite r  
and the r e a l i s t i c  n o v e l is t :
M oonlight, . . .  so u n lik e  a  morning o r  noontide v i s i b i l i t y ,  i s  a 
medium th e  most s u ita b le  f o r  th e  romance w r i te r  to  g e t acquain ted  
w ith h is  i l lu s iv e  g u es ts  . . . a l l  th e se  d e t a i l s ,  so com pletely seen, 
are  so s p i r i tu a l iz e d  by th e  unusual l i g h t ,  th a t  they  seen to  lo se  
th e i r  a c tu a l substance, and become th in g s  o f  i n t e l l e c t . 5
O 'Connor's w ritin g  tends more toward romance than  re a lism , bu t in  one 
sense i t  i s  an amalgam o f th e  two modes. She o f f e r s  c h a ra c te rs  l ik e  the  
Heads a choice between two l i t e r a r y  worlds by making them choose between 
two ways o f seeing th e i r  w orld. By choosing th e  ephemeral w orld o f na-
^N athaniel Hawthorne, The S c a r le t  L e t te r  (New York: W. W. N orton,
1961), p .  31.
tu re  bathed in  fancy and by seeing  demonic fo rc e s  even under th e  c le a r  
l ig h t  o f day, they  become v ic tim s o f  t h e i r  own rom antic i l lu s io n s ,  char­
a c te rs  in  t h e i r  own nightm ares.
In  "The A r t i f i c i a l  N igger” th e  c o n tra s t  between romance and r e a l ­
i t y  co incides w ith  th e  c o n tra s t  between country  and c i ty ,  and th e  essen­
t i a l  d iffe re n c e  between th e  two i s  th e  presence o f b lack  people in  the  
c i ty .  Mr. Head and Nelson become most h o p e less ly  l o s t  in  th e  b lack  sec­
tio n  o f the  c i ty ,  f o r  i t  i s  here th a t  they experience a r e a l i t y  they  had 
been ab le to  elude in  the  rom anticized  s e t t in g  o f th e i r  home. What Nel­
son experiences when he gazes in to  th e  black woman's eyes, and what both 
charac ters  sense when they  see th e  s ta tu e ,  i s  a  s t i r r i n g  o f a p a r t  of 
the s e l f  they  had p rev io u s ly  denied o r ignored . In  th e  r e a l  w orld , the  
day ligh t world o f  th e  c i ty ,  th e  Heads cannot avoid th e  knowledge th a t  
the humanity they  share w ith  th a t  woman, and w ith  a l l  people whose m isery 
i s  captured in  th e  s t a t u e 's  fo r lo rn  f e a tu re s ,  must be expressed  in  th e i r  
own beings i f  they  a re  to  become complete s e lv e s . To i s o la te  th e  s e l f  
from th e  human im pulses Nelson d isco v ers  in  h is  p rim o rd ia l a t t r a c t io n  to  
the woman's s e x u a li ty , and from th e  su ffe r in g  read  in  th e  face  o f  black 
p la s te r ,  i s  to  lo se  touch w ith n a tu re  in  a deeper sense o f the  word than 
th a t which l im i t s  i t s e l f  to  t r e e s  and r iv e r s ,  to  m oonlight and s ta rd u s t .
When th e  Heads r e - e n te r  th e i r  garden, w ith  Nelson vowing never 
to  re tu rn  to  th e  c i ty ,  they  are  c u ttin g  them selves o f f  from n a tu re  as i t  
can be experienced only  w ith in  a human co n tex t. In  so doing they  p ro te c t 
themselves from c e r ta in  dangers to  the  s e l f ,  b e s t summarized in  th e  th ing  
they both fe a r  th e  m ost: being l o s t .  Mr. Head i s  l i t e r a l l y ,  b u t no t meta­
p h o ric a lly , c o rre c t when he comments o f th e i r  neck o f the  woods th a t ,  " I t ' s  
nowhere around h ere  to  g e t l o s t  a t"  (p . 250). G eographically , they  are
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safe; but p sy ch o lo g ica lly  they remain in  danger o f g e tt in g  l o s t  in  th e  
same way th a t  th e  grandmother g e ts  l o s t  in  th e  very  a ttem pt to  re - lo c a te  
the s e l f  she once knew in  th e  s a fe ty  o f he r form er s o c ia l  and p h y s ica l 
environment. The s t i r r i n g s  o f th e  psyche th a t  make them both f e e l  l o s t  
in  the c i ty  do no t o r ig in a te  in  th e  b lack woman o r  in  th e  s ta tu e ,  bu t 
ra th e r in  the c h a ra c te rs  them selves. To f le e  th e  symbols o f th e  f e e l ­
ings they f e a r  in  p u rs u it  of a f a l s e  haven i s  to  f l e e  im portan t a sp ec ts  
of themselves; and to  do so i s  to  allow  those  p a r ts  o f them selves to  
remain unknown t e r r i t o r y  in to  which they  w i l l  always r i s k  wandering, 
i l l  prepared to  meet again th e  em otional p i t f a l l s  they  would l ik e  to  ig ­
nore.
I t  i s  on ly  because the  Heads d id  become l o s t  in  th e  c i ty  th a t  
they found them selves again as f u l l e r  persons than  they  had been. I f  
th e ir  reso lv e  to  avoid th e  c i ty  i s  a re so lv e  to  deny th e  experience o f 
being l o s t ,  to  remain in  th e i r  v e rs io n  o f M e lv i l le 's  " in s u la r  T a h i t i ,"  
they w i l l  p reclude fu r th e r  growth. At the  s to r y 's  end, O'Connor allow s 
them a m oonlight r e s p i te  from th e  r e a l i t i e s  they  have encountered. But 
Mr. Head's in s is te n c e  upon h is  redem ption, based as i t  i s  upon th e  no­
tio n  th a t  he has had h is  experience w ith  th e  r e a l  world o f  human complex­
i t i e s  and can now go to  h is  reward—a world in s u la te d  from those complex­
i t i e s —i s  as tra n sp a re n tly  f a ls e  as Mrs. C hestny 's  a s s e r tio n s  o f s e l f -  
knowledge. His claim echoes th e  hollow sound of Henry F lem ing 's thoughts 
in  The Red Badge o f Courage th a t  h is  b a t t l e f i e ld  experience has made a 
man of him, and th a t  he i s  now ready to  seek a " se p a ra te  p eace ."  Because 
O'Connor c le a r ly  has some a ffe c tio n  fo r  th ese  naive c h a ra c te rs , he r irony  
i s  le s s  b it in g  when aimed a t them than  when p o in ted  toward more ab rasive  
ch a ra c te rs . Consequently, read e rs  have tended to  see h e r tone le s s  as
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one o f iro n y  than  as one o f a f f irm a tio n . But to  do so i s  to  m is-read  th e  
s to ry 's  imagery and to n e , and to  see in  i t  an u n c h a ra c te r is t ic  endorse­
ment of a  f a i r y - t a l e  v is io n  in  which good and e v i l  are  n e a t ly  ca teg o rized  
and e a s ily  embraced o r avoided.
The e v i l  which th re a te n s  each o f th e  c h a ra c te rs  d iscussed  in  th i s  
sec tion  i s  n o t something th ey  could e a s i ly  d e fin e . Nor do the  s to r ie s  
themselves d e fin e  th e  e v i l  f o r  th e  re a d e r. In  g en e ra l, th e  c h a ra c te rs  
experience a vague sense th a t  th e i r  s e lf -d e f in in g  v a lues  are  under as­
s a u lt ,  and th a t  n a tu re  o r  th e  p a s t—o r th e i r  own conception o f  th e se  
th ings—w ill  p rov ide  them w ith  adequate p ro te c tio n . The s to r ie s  do no t 
concern them selves w ith  th e  source o f th i s  f e e l in g ;  they  are  no t soc io ­
lo g ic a l o r  p sycho log ica l an a ly ses. R ather, they focus upon the  ways in  
which in d iv id u a ls  respond to  th e  f e e l in g ,  and th e  e f f e c t  o f th e  response 
upon the  s e l f .  When th e  response i s  s o l ip s i s t i c  o r in s u la t in g ,  as a l l  
these attem pts to  r e t r e a t  a re , th e  e f f e c t  i s  th a t  th e  s e l f  d is in te g ra te s  
or a t  l e a s t  ceases to  grow.
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In  fo u r s to r ie s  O'Connor has c h a ra c te rs  look to  th e  non-human 
world, s p e c if ic a l ly  to  n a tu re , no t as a defense a g a in s t an in ta n g ib le  
th re a t ,  bu t as th e  ta n g ib le  source o f t h a t  th r e a t .  Like m in ia tu re  Ahabs, 
Mrs. Cope ("A C irc le  in  The F i r e ”) ,  Mrs. May ("G reen lea f" ), Old G abrie l 
( “W ildcat"), and Sheppard ("The Lame S h a ll E n ter F i r s t" )  i s o la te  a s in g le  
aspect o f n a tu re  as a symbolic embodiment o f a l l  th a t  a i l s  them. Their 
way of seeing  phenomena i s  the  in v e rse  o f th a t  d iscussed  above; f o r  
them n a tu re  i s  more sa ta n ic  than  Edenic. Thinking to  p ro te c t  them selves, 
they avoid o r  a tta c k  a symbol o f th e i r  f e a r .  As does Ahab, they  e r r  by 
p e rso n a liz in g  th e  im personal, by p ro je c tin g  th e i r  consciousness of wrong
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upon th ings devoid o f m oral consciousness. In  one sense , th e se  charac­
te r s  are as na ive  as H arry A sh fie ld  and Norton, f o r  they  e i th e r  confuse 
a symbol w ith a r e a l i t y  o r  m istake a p a r t  f o r  a  whole. Furtherm ore, be­
cause they t r y  to  lo c a te  e v i l  in  something c le a r ly  o u ts id e  o f  them selves, 
th e i r  very se lv es  crumble when they  come to  recogn ize  t h e i r  k in sh ip  w ith 
the e v i l  which they  had thought was con ta ined  in  th e  symbol.
In  one o f  h e r  e a r l i e s t  s to r ie s ,  "W ildcat,"  O'Connor has a  b lin d  
man e x h ib it an e lem ental a b i l i t y  to  sense in  n a tu re  an impending doom.
His a b i l i t y  to  sm ell th e  c a t ,  and th e  memory o f ano ther o ld  man k i l l e d
by a w ild ca t y ea rs  e a r l i e r ,  reduce Old G abrie l to  th e  knowledge o f  h is  
u t te r  d e fen se le ssn ess . During h is  n ig h t o f t e r r o r ,  G ab rie l l i t e r a l l y  
lo ses touch w ith  h im se lf , a t  one p o in t f o rg e t t in g  who he i s i
He began to  remember th e  o th e r w ild c a t and he remembered as i f  he 
had been in  H ezuh's cabin in s te a d  o f w ith  th e  women. He wondered 
was h e  Hezuh. He was G abrul. I t  w on 't gonna g i t  him l i k e  Hezuh.
He was gonna g i t  i t .  He was gonna p u l l  i t  o f f .  He was gonna . . .
how he gonna do a l l  th a t?  He h a d n 't  been ab le  to  w ring a ch ick en 's
neck f o r  f o '  y e a rs . I t  was gonna g i t  him. Won't n o th in ' to  do 
bu t w a it. (p . 30)
Because he sees in  th e  w ild ca t a  m alice d ire c te d  s o le ly  a t  h im se lf, G abri­
e l  lo se s  p e rsp ec tiv e  on h im se lf . In  i t s  concluding image th e  s to ry  under­
scores th e  e x te n t to  which f e a r  th re a te n s  an in d iv id u a l 's  cap a c ity  to  
m aintain a balanced sense o f s e l f :  "The darkness was hollow  around him
and through i t s  depth , animal c r ie s  w ailed  and m ingled w ith  th e  b ea ts  
pounding in  h is  th r o a t” (p . 3 2 ). Here, f e a r  i s  shown to  engender f e a r .
The demonic sounds G abrie l h ea rs  are th e  source o f  h is  t e r r o r ;  bu t the  
sounds o r ig in a te  as much in  h is  im agination  and in  h is  own th ro a t  as in  
the hollow darkness which i s  a l l  o f n a tu re  to  th i s  b lin d  man.
In  "W ildcat" th e re  i s  an a c tu a l th r e a t  to  th e  s a fe ty  o f th e  ch ar-
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a c te r : th e re  r e a l ly  i s  a  w ild ca t in  th e  woods. But h is  t e r r o r  runs to
an extreme when he im agines th a t  th e  c a t  i s  somehow s p e c if ic a l ly  s ta lk in g  
him. Elsewhere, O'Connor t r e a t s  s im ila r  s i tu a t io n s  much more c le a r ly ,  
as she has c h a ra c te rs  see in  th e  n a tu ra l  w orld th r e a ts  which a re  almost 
wholly fu n c tio n s  o f t h e i r  own im ag ina tions. In  "A C irc le  In  The F ir e ,"  
fo r  in s ta n c e , Mrs. Cope sees h e r s e l f  as a l a s t  defense a g a in s t any number 
of e v i l  encroachments, a l l  vaguely d efined , aimed a t  h e r p e rso n a lly , and 
best summed up by h e r sense o f f le e in g  "whatever i t  was th a t  pursued 
h e r ."  Her parano id  f a n ta s ie s  le a d  her to  focus f i r s t  upon something 
minute and to  some e x te n t manageable, as th e  source o f h e r problem s:
“She worked a t  the  weeds and th e  n u t g rass  as i f  they  were an e v i l  sen t 
d ire c tly  by th e  d e v il to  destroy  th e  p la c e "  (p . 175)* The nu t g ra ss , 
though, soon becomes f o r  h e r a metaphor fo r  something la rg e r ;  and she 
next tu rn s  to  h e r h ire d  help  in  h e r  compulsion to  lo c a te  the  blame fo r  
her d is s a t i s f a c t io n :  "Her Negroes were as d e s tru c t iv e  and im personal
as th e  nu t g rass"  (p . 177). I t  becomes c le a r  th a t  she i s  s u ffe r in g  a 
p rogressive  breakdown o f th e  s e l f  when she begins to  see her farm , and 
then na tu re  in  g en e ra l, symbolized by th e  sun, as p e rso n a l enemies:
". . . and she looked around a t  h e r  r ic h  p a s tu re s  and h i l l s  heavy w ith 
tim ber and shook h e r head as i f  i t  m ight a l l  be a burden she was try in g  
to  shake o f f  h e r back" (p . 177); " I t  ( th e  sun) was sw ollen and flame 
colored and hung in  a n e t o f  ragged cloud as i f  i t  m ight burn through 
a t  any second and f a l l  in to  the  woods . . . The sun burned so f a s t  th a t  
i t  seemed to  be try in g  to  s e t  every th ing  on f i r e "  (p . 181;).
This parano iac  and s e lf -c e n te re d  view o f n a tu re  i s  embodied in  
a s u r r e a l i s t i c  nightm are image o f n a tu re , th e  veiy o p posite  o f  th e  f a i r y ­
ta le  f a n ta s ie s  seen above: "The w hite w ater tower was g lazed  p ink  and
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th e  g rass was an u n n a tu ra l green as i f  i t  were tu rn in g  to  g la ss "  (p . 18£ ) . 
This s t r ik in g  image, and th e  m e n ta lity  i t  r e f l e c t s ,  suggest th a t  to  see 
in  na tu re  o r  in  p a r ts  o f n a tu re  an e v i l  agency i s  as d e b i l i t a t in g  to  
the  s e l f  as i t  i s  to  r e ly  upon n a tu re  as a redem ptive fo rc e . Mrs. Cope 
and her human nem esis, Pow ell, a re  both  d efea ted  in  th e i r  s tru g g le  over 
ownership o f  th e  woods: she in  her m isd irec te d  a t ta c k  upon n a tu re , he
in  h is  ab o rtiv e  escape to  n a tu re . The reason  f o r  th e se  tw in d e fe a ts  i s  
revealed in  th e  in s ig h t  given to  Mrs. C ope's daughter a t  th e  s to r y 's  end, 
an in s ig h t which r e c a l l s  what th e  Heads saw in  th e  s ta tu e  which m irro red  
th e ir  own experience:
The c h i ld  came to  a  stop  beside  h e r  mother and s ta re d  up a t  h e r  face  
as i f  she had never seen i t  b e fo re . I t  was th e  fa c e  o f th e  new m is­
ery  she f e l t ,  b u t on h e r mother i t  looked o ld  and i t  looked as i f  
i t  m ight have belonged to  anybody, a Negro, a European, o r  to  Powell 
h im se lf . The c h ild  tu rn ed  her head qu ick ly , and p a s t  the  N egroes' 
ambling f ig u re s  she could see th e  column o f smoke r i s in g  unchecked 
in s id e  th e  g ra n ite  l in e  o f t r e e s ,  (p . 193)
Human k in sh ip , th e  g i r l  le a rn s ,  i s  a t  once th e  source o f human m isery  and
i t s  so lu tio n . What had th rea ten ed  Mrs. Cope was n o t n a tu re , bu t th e  f r u s ­
tr a te d  needs of a human whose s ig n if ic a n c e  she had den ied . She h e r s e lf  
i s  destroyed  by an enemy she could never name, bu t th e  s to ry  leav es  open 
the p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  her daughter, whose defenses have been p e n e tra te d , 
w ill  look to  her fe llo w  humans, and n o t to  n a tu re , fo r  th e  b a s is  f o r  tru e  
s e l f - d e f in i t io n .
M rs. Cope's ro le  in  "A C irc le  In  The F ire "  i s  re -p lay ed  by a v a r i ­
ety  of women in  O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n .  Widowed la n d  owners, they see th e i r  
farms as l a s t  v e s tig e s  o f o rd er in  a w orld succumbing to  th e  chaos o f  so­
c ia l  change, p re c ip ita te d  by B lacks, Europeans, and "w hite t r a s h ."  F ee l­
ing besieged  in  t h e i r  f o r t r e s s e s  o f t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu es , they  f ig h t  to  p ro -
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te c t  th e i r  own a g a in s t "whatever i t  i s  th a t  pursues them ." They a re  in ­
ev itab ly  f r u s t r a te d  because they  cannot name th e  w hatever, and in v a r ia b ly  
defeated  when they  t r y .  J u s t  as Mrs. Cope focuses upon th e  weeds and 
nut g rass , enemies o f o rd e r , so too Mrs. May, i n  "G reen lea f,"  tak es  a 
stand ag a in st chaos by determ ining to  p ro te c t  h e r  p ro p e rly  bred  h erd  from 
the unbrid led  se x u a lity  of th e  G reen lea fs ' scrub b u l l .  The b u l l  becomes 
her symbol o f  n a tu re  untamed; and she extends th e  symbolism consciously  
to  inc lude th e  G reenleafs them selves, and unconsciously  to  embrace a l l  
the n a tu ra l w orld, here  as elsew here rep resen ted  through images of an 
aggressive sun a s sa u lt in g  th e  defender o f o rd e r .
There i s  more a t  s take  here  than  Mrs. May's s o c ia l v a lu es . Her 
very sense o f who and what she i s  i s  e x p l ic i t ly  re la te d  to  th e  p ro p erty  
she owns: "The p a s tu re s  were enough to  calm h e r . When she looked ou t 
any window in  her house, she saw th e  r e f le c t io n  o f h e r  own c h a ra c te r"  (p. 
321). For a long tim e, th e  s to ry  t e l l s  u s , Mrs. May has seen her prop­
e r ty , and by ex tension  h e r s e lf-c o n c e p t, being ea ten  away by e x te rn a l 
fo rces:
She had been conscious in  her sleep  o f  a steady  rhythm ic chewing, 
as i f  something were e a tin g  one w all o f  th e  house. She had been a- 
ware th a t  whatever i t  was had been e a tin g  as long as she had had th e  
p lace  and had ea ten  every th ing  from th e  beginning o f h e r  fence l in e  
up to  th e  house and now was e a tin g  th e  house and calm ly w ith  th e  
same steady  rhythm would continue through th e  house, e a tin g  h e r and 
th e  boys, and then  on, e a tin g  every th ing  bu t th e  G reen leafs, e a tin g  
every th ing  u n t i l  no th ing  was l e f t  bu t th e  G reenleafs on a l i t t l e  i s ­
land  a l l  th e i r  own in  th e  m iddle o f what had been her p la c e , (pp. 
311-12)
The s to ry  concerns Mrs. May's quest to  f in d  th e  "whatever" th a t  i s  wrong­
ing h e r , and her attem pt to  m ain tain  h e r sense o f s e l f  by r ig h t in g  th a t  
wrong. In  an e a rly  f la sh b ack , th e  s to ry  shows her involved  in  one such 
attem pt. Seeking Mr. G reenleaf to  upbraid  him f o r  one o f h is  many m is-
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ta k e s ~ s ig n i f ic a n t ly  th i s  d issem inato r o f bad seed has p laced  th e  wrong 
seeds in  th e  g ra in  d r i l l - - ,  she e n te rs  th e  woods apparen tly  w ell armed 
again st whatever n a tu re  may throw in  her p a th : " h i t t in g  th e  ground method­
ic a l ly  w ith a long s t ic k  she c a r r ie d  in  case she saw a snake" (p . 316).
What does appear on th e  ground i s  more re p u ls iv e  to  h e r than  a snake, as 
she comes upon Mrs. G reenleaf groaning in  th e  d i r t :  "The sound was so
p ie rc in g  th a t  she f e l t  as i f  some v io le n t  un leashed  fo rce  had broken ou t 
of the ground and was charging toward h er"  (p . 316). The ensuing de­
s c r ip tio n s  o f Mrs. G reenleaf support Mrs. May's image o f h e r  as a  n a tu ra l  
fo rce , something r i s in g  from th e  e a r th : "Her fa c e  was a patchwork of
d i r t  and te a r s  and her sm all eyes, th e  co lo r o f two f i e l d  p eas , were red - 
rimmed and sw ollen, b u t h e r expression  was as composed as a  b u ll-d o g 's "
(p. 316)5 " . . . she f e l l  back in  th e  d i r t ,  a huge human mound, h e r leg s
and arms spread out as i f  she were try in g  to  wrap them around th e  e a rth "
(p. 317). R epelled  by th e  s ig h t ,  Mrs. May can only  console h e r s e lf  w ith  
the knowledge th a t  the  G reenleaf boys, much more su ccess fu l than  h e r own 
sons, are p roducts o f in f e r io r  b reed ing : "Well, no m a tte r  how f a r  they
go, they came from th a t"  (p . 317). When in  th e  nex t paragraph Mrs. May 
th inks o f th e  G reenleafs as "scrub-hum an," th e  s to ry  has e s ta b lish e d  a 
p a tte rn  of connection between breed ing , n a tu re , th e  G reen leafs, and th e  
scrub b u l l ,  a l l  th in g s  which Mrs. May must c o n tro l i f  she i s  to  defend her 
values ag a in s t th ese  agents o f chaos.
Mrs. May's p ro p erty  becomes f o r  her a b a ttle -g ro u n d , an arena in  
which she w i l l  attem pt to  e s ta b l is h  c o n tro l over th e se  fo rc e s .  When she 
leaves the  G reen leafs1 sh iny new barn , th e  s to ry  in tro d u ces  th e  image of 
the  sun as a d e s tru c tiv e  fo rc e : “The l i g h t  o u ts id e  was no t so b r ig h t
but she was conscious th a t  th e  sun was d i r e c t ly  on top of h e r head, l ik e
a s i lv e r  b u l le t  ready to  drop in to  h e r  b ra in "  (p . 32$). In  a dream, she 
a sso c ia tes  her farm w ith  p ro te c tio n  from th e  sun, w ith  th e  s to ry  making 
a fu r th e r  a sso c ia tio n  between th e  sun and th e  b u l l ,  whose chewing no ises  
are causing th e  nightm are:
H alf th e  n ig h t in  h e r  s leep  she heard  a sound as i f  some la rg e  
stone were g rind ing  a ho le  on th e  o u ts id e  w all o f  h e r  b ra in . She 
was walking on th e  in s id e ,  over a succession  o f  b e a u t ifu l  r o l l in g  
h i l l s ,  p la n tin g  h e r s t ic k  in  f ro n t  o f each s te p . She became aware 
a f te r  a tim e th a t  th e  n o ise  was th e  sun try in g  to  bum  through the 
t r e e  l in e  and she stopped to  watch, safe  in  th e  knowledge th a t  i t  
c o u ld n 't ,  th a t  i t  had to  sink th e  way i t  always d id , o u ts id e  her 
p ro p erty . When she f i r s t  stopped i t  was a sw ollen red  b a l l ,  bu t 
as she stood w atching i t  began to  narrow and p a le  u n t i l  i t  looked 
l ik e  a b u l l e t .  Then suddenly i t  b u rs t through th e  t r e e  l in e  and 
raced  down th e  h i l l  toward h e r . She woke up w ith  her hand over her 
mouth and th e  same n o ise , dim inished bu t d i s t i n c t ,  in  her e a r . I t  
was th e  b u l l  munching under h e r window, (p . 329)
This connection between sun and b u l l  continues throughout th e  r e s t  of 
the s to ry , as they  both p rey , the  one f ig u ra t iv e ly  and th e  o th e r l i t e r a l ­
ly , upon th e  woman's consciousness. A fte r th e  dream, she re so lv e s  to  
take co n tro l o f he r l i f e  by k i l l in g  th e  b u l l ;  and f o r  th e  f i r s t  time 
she f e e l s  in  touch w ith  n a tu re , u n th rea tened  by th e  s u n lig h t: “The ex­
h ila ra t io n  o f ca rry in g  h e r  p o in t had sharpened her sen ses . B irds were 
screaming everywhere, th e  g rass  was alm ost too b r ig h t to  look a t ,  th e  
sky was an even p ie rc in g  b lu e . 'S p ring  i s  here  I '  she s a id  g a ily "  (p .
330). But th e  fe e l in g  p asses  as th e  b u l l  succeeds in  elud ing  h e r , caus­
ing her to  f e e l  once more ou t o f c o n tro l o f n a tu re  and out o f touch w ith 
h e rs e lf .  Again, th e  sun becomes an aggresso r, w ith th e  b u ll  i t s  a l ly :  
"Through her c lo sed  eyes, she could f e e l  th e  sun, re d -h o t overhead. She 
opened h e r eyes s l ig h t ly  bu t the  w hite l i g h t  fo rced  her to  c lo se  them 
again" (p. 332); "She continued to  s ta r e  s t r a ig h t  ahead bu t th e  e n t i r e  
scene in  f ro n t  o f her had changed—th e  t r e e  l i n e  was a  dark wound in  a
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world th a t  was no th ing  b u t sky--and  she had th e  look o f a  person  whose 
s ig h t has been suddenly re s to re d  bu t who f in d s  th e  l i g h t  unbearab le"
(p. 332). At th e  moment o f h e r  death , Mrs. May's p h y s ic a l wound i s  
m irrored by th e  imagined wounding o f th e  t r e e s  which rim h e r  p a s tu re , 
her l a s t  l in e  o f  defense a g a in s t th e  sun, a g a in s t n a tu re , a g a in s t a l l  
the enemies o f h e r  o rd e r. F a ta l ly  m olested  by th e  b u l l  o f  mixed breed , 
her "w ild torm ented lo v e r ,"  she i s  l e f t  a v ic tim  o f h e r own m isd irec te d  
attem pts to  f o r t i f y  h e r fe e b le  sense o f who she i s  by tak in g  th e  o ffen ­
sive ag a in s t n a tu re  i t s e l f ,  which she in  h e r p a ran o ia  sees as h e r  person­
a l nem esis.
Mrs. May's fe e l in g  th a t  Mrs. G reenleaf tra n sm its  "some v io le n t 
unleashed fo rc e "  which had "broken ou t of th e  ground" makes a connection 
between n a tu re  and those  a sp ec ts  o f th e  human p e rs o n a li ty  which p o l i t e  
socie ty  would re p re s s .  The very  same fe e l in g  a r is e s  in  Sheppard, when 
he w itnesses h is  s o n 's  u n co n tro lled  expression  o f  g r ie f :  "Sheppard s a t
h e lp less  and m ise rab le , l i k e  a  man la sh ed  by some elem ental fo rc e  o f na­
tu re"  (p . W f) . He i s  so re p e l le d  by N o rton 's  d isp la y s  o f emotion and 
by the  crude behavior which i s  caused by th a t  em otion, th a t  he looks to  
Rufus Johnson as a second son, one who, because he i s  more in t e l l i g e n t ,  
may be more re a d i ly  transfo rm ab le  in to  th e  f in is h e d  product o f an en­
lig h ten ed  s o c ia l  v is io n . As we have seen , Sheppard focuses h is  a t te n tio n  
upon one p h y s ica l flaw , Johnson 's  deformed fo o t,  as h is  means o f  a l te r in g  
the b oy 's  n a tu re , o f shaping n a tu re  i t s e l f  in to  a more c iv i l i z e d  form. 
During th e  course o f th e  s to ry , Sheppard le a rn s  th a t  th e  symbolic flaw  
does no t con ta in  th e  e v i l  th a t  i s  p a r t  of human n a tu re , and th a t  g r ie f ,  a 
human experience, cannot be re p re sse d . The in d iv id u a l ,  to  be whole, must 
be prepared  to  e n te r  "the ju n g le  o f shadows" which i s  th e  human ex p e ri-
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ence, r a th e r  than  t r y  to  approach humanity w ith  p ro te c tiv e ,  re p re s s iv e , 
o r am elio ra ting  devices such as th e  m icroscope, th e  sh iny b lack  shoe, 
or f a c i le  n o tio n s  o f  s o c ia l  reform .
U
When c h a ra c te rs  look to  th e  non-human w orld e i th e r  to  f in d  sanc­
tuary  o r to  lo c a te  an i l l - d e f in e d  sense o f e v i l ,  they  m istaken ly  impose 
upon th in g s which a re  amoral a m o ra l agency. They b e lie v e  th a t  in  o rd e r 
to know them selves they must e s ta b l is h  themselves in  a r e la t io n s h ip  w ith 
a symbol o f something which w il l  p ro te c t  them, o r which co n ta in s  whatever 
i t  i s  th a t  th re a te n s  them. In  e i th e r  case c h a ra c te rs  remove them selves 
from human concerns and deny them selves human id e n t i ty  by s tak in g  th e i r  
psychic fo r tu n e s  upon th e  n o tion  th a t  in  o rder to  be saved they  must 
simply embrace o r  ward o f f  a  p a r t i c u la r  image o r o b je c t.  A th i r d  way 
in  which O'Connor has ch a ra c te rs  d e fin e  them selves f a l s e ly  i s  to  have 
them see in  th e  w orld n o t good o r e v i l  fo rc e s ,  bu t sim ply commodities 
to  be ap p ro p ria ted  fo r  t h e i r  own self-agg rand izem en t. L inking th e i r  
se lf-co n cep ts  to  a quest f o r  economic gain , th e se  c h a ra c te rs  a lso  d ivorce 
themselves from th e  human community, and in  th e  p rocess s u f fe r  a l ie n a t io n  
from th e i r  tru e  se lv e s .
An e a r ly  trea tm en t o f th i s  theme occurs in  "The Turkey," a  s to ry  
about a b o y 's  a ttem pt to  d efin e  h im se lf as a man by cap tu rin g  a  wounded 
turkey and th ereby  assuming a re sp o n s ib le  ro le  in  h is  fam ily . Before he 
captures th e  b ird ,  R u lle r  fa n ta s iz e s  about h im se lf in  v a rio u s  r o le s :  
cowboy, jew el t h e i f ,  and p reach er. He e v en tu a lly  f ix e s  upon th e  r e a l  
p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  he might give alms to  a beggar, i f  on ly  one w i l l  m a te ri­
a l iz e .  A fte r he has cap tu red  th e  tu rkey  he sees h im se lf as an economic 
being, and h is  g i f t  o f th e  dime to  a  beggar i s  h is  p u b lic  .expression o f
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h i a new-found s ta tu s .  Once he has p a rte d  w ith th e  dime, thoughts of 
h is  goodness and worth—both p re d ic a te d  upon ownership o f th e  tu rk ey , 
which makes h is  la rg e sse  f e a s ib le —in f l a te  h is  ego: "Slowly h is  h e a r t
calmed and he began to  f e e l  f u l l  of a new fe e l in g —lik e  being happy 
and embarrassed a t  th e  same tim e. Maybe, he thought, b lu sh in g , he would 
give a l l  h is  money to  h e r . He f e l t  as i f  th e  ground d id  n o t need to  be 
under him any more" (p . 52 ). When he lo se s  th e  tu rk ey , R u lle r  lo se s  th i s  
new sense of h im se lf, as h is  temporary economic s ta tu s  had been th e  so le  
basis fo r  h is  p o s it iv e  se lf-im ag e . At th e  end he i s  l e f t  empty-handed 
and em p ty -sp irited , devoid of im aginary o r r e a l  consciousness of h im se lf . 
He i s  aware only o f  h is  p h y s ica l p resence, and o f a vague fe e l in g  o f 
having had th e  ta b le s  tu rned  on him: he i s  now the  pursued; he i s  th e
turkey: "He ran  f a s t e r  and f a s t e r ,  and as he tu rn ed  up th e  road  to  h is
house, h is  h e a r t  was running as f a s t  as h is  le g s  and he was c e r ta in  th a t  
Something Awful was te a r in g  behind him w ith  i t s  arms r ig id  and i t s  f in g e rs  
ready to  c lu tch "  (p. 53)•
Tue c h a ra c te r  who stak es  h is  re p u ta tio n  most d i r e c t ly  upon an 
economic r e la t io n s h ip  w ith the  world i s  Mr. Fortune in  "A View o f the  
Woods." He d e fin e s  h im self in  term s o f h is  ownership o f lan d , h is  f r e e ­
dom to  s e l l  h is  land , and h is  f a i t h  in  P ro g ress, which means rep la c in g  
cow p as tu re s  w ith  gas s ta t io n s .  He and h is  le s s  p ro g re ss iv e  son-in -law  
clash over th e  lo y a l t i e s  o f F o rtu n e 's  granddaughter, Mary Fortune P i t t s .  
P i t t s  wants to  p reserv e  a p a r t i c u la r  p a rc e l o f land  which Mary loves 
simply because i t  e x is t s  as a p la ce  fo r  th e  fam ily  to  graze ca lv es , as 
a p lace f o r  th e  ch ild ren  to  p lay , and as something fo r  them to  look a t .
The g rand fa ther i n s i s t s  th a t  th e  land  be so ld  to  become p a r t  o f what he 
envisions as th e  town which w il l  bear h is  name, F ortune, G eorgia. Mary
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must choose one o r th e  o th e r; she must proclaim  h e r id e n t i ty  as P i t t s  
or as Fortune. At s take  fo r  th e  o ld  man i s  h is  very id e n t i ty ,  f o r  Mary . 
i s  h is  chosen h e i r  to  th e  fo rtu n e  of h is  v a lu es , h is  claim  to  im m orta lity .
Mr. F o rtu n e 's  in fa tu a tio n  w ith  h is  granddaughter i s  c le a r ly  an 
extreme case of n a rc iss ism . He sees in  h e r a p h y s ic a l and m oral r e f le c ­
tio n  of h im se lf, and h a te s  th e  o th e rs  simply because they  a re  so u n lik e  
him self. The o ld  man sees dominion over th e  g i r l  as an a ff irm a tio n  o f 
h is  own id e n t i ty ,  a p e rp e tu a tio n  o f h is  va lues in  th e  face  o f P i t t s '  le s s  
pragmatic id e a ls .  When Mary f i r s t  shows a p re fe ren ce  fo r  th e  woods over 
her g ran d fa th er, he tak es  th i s  as a re p u d ia tio n  o f th e se  v a lu es , and 
je a lo u s ly  seeks to  reg a in  h e r  a t te n tio n :
She s ta re d  across  th e  l o t  where th e re  was no th ing  bu t a p ro fu s io n  
of pink and yellow  and p u rp le  weeds, and on across th e  red  road , to  
the  su lle n  l i n e  o f b lack p ine  t r e e s  f r in g e d  on top  w ith  green . Be­
yond th a t  l i n e  was a narrow g ray -b lue l in e  o f more d is ta n t  woods 
and beyond th a t  no th ing  bu t th e  sky, e n t i r e ly  blank except fo r  one 
o r two th readbare  c louds. She looked in to  th i s  scene as i f  i t  were 
a person she p re fe rre d  to  him.
' I t ' s  my l o t ,  a i n ' t  i t ? '  he asked. 'Why a re  you so u p - in - th e -  
a i r  about my s e l l in g  my own l o t ? '  (p . 3U7)
His f i r s t  response i s  to  t r y  to  see what th e re  i s  in  th e  woods th a t  so 
captures th e  im agination  o f th e  g i r l .  But because th e re  i s  no economic 
value in  looking a t  t r e e s ,  he remains a t  a lo s s :
Every tim e he saw th e  same th in g : woods—n o t a m ountain, no t a wat­
e r f a l l ,  no t any k ind  o f p la n ted  bush o r f lo w er, j u s t  woods. The sun­
l ig h t  was woven through than a t  th a t  p a r t i c u la r  tim e o f  th e  afternoon  
so th a t  every th in  p ine trunk  stood o u t in  a l l  i t s  nakedness. A p ine 
trunk  i s  a p ine  tru n k , he sa id  to  h im se lf , and anybody th a t  wants 
to  see one d o n 't  have to  go f a r  in  th i s  neighborhood, (p . 3U8)
Unable to  understand  th e  value o f the  t r e e s  to  th e  P i t t s ' ,  he re so lv e s  to  
win Mary back in  th e  only way he knows how to  d ea l w ith  people, "by buying 
her som ething."
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When Mr. Fortune views th e  woods w ith a f i n a l  e f f o r t  to  apprehend 
the lu re  they have fo r  th e  o th e rs , he i s  u n s e tt le d  by a v is io n  th e re  o f 
something he had p rev iously  f a i l e d  to  see . The afte rnoon  su n lig h t causes 
him to  see th e  t r e e s  as though they  were bathed in  b lood, "as though some­
one were wounded behind th e  t r e e s "  (p . 3U8) • His eyes behold an "unpleas­
ant v is io n ,"  "an uncom fortable m ystery th a t  he had no t apprehended b e fo re ."  
This image causes him to  lo se  fo r  a moment th e  sense o f h im se lf he had 
firm ly he ld  t i l l  th a t  moment: "The o ld  man s ta re d  fo r  some tim e, as i f
fo r a prolonged in s ta n t  he were caught up ou t o f th e  r a t t l e  o f  every th ing  
th a t le d  to  th e  fu tu re  . . . "  (p . 3ii9). What he senses here  i s  a human 
presence in  n a tu re , and the  human su ffe r in g  he w il l  cause by h is  d ec isio n  
to  ex p lo it th i s  p iece  o f th e  woods. This fe e l in g  i s  in im ic a l to  h is  econ­
omic view, causing a d iv is io n  w ith in  h im se lf; and thus he im mediately 
defines the  v is io n  as e v i l :  "He re tu rn e d  to  h is  bed and shu t h is  eyes
and ag a in st th e  c lo sed  l i d s  h e l l i s h  red  tru n k s ro se  up in  a b lack wood." 
That p a r t  of h im se lf which sees in  n a tu re  a value  which cannot be bought 
and so ld  must be exorcised  i f  he i s  to  m ain ta in  h is  id e n t i ty  as "pure 
F ortune."
The a c tu a l b a t t l e  between g ran d fa th er and granddaughter i s  Mr. 
F o rtune 's  s tru g g le  to  b ea t ou t o f h im self any such tendency to  see in  
nature th e  "mystery" he had glim psed. The d e s c r ip tio n  o f  th e  f ig h t  com­
pares th e  g i r l  f i r s t  to  "a sm all pack o f demons" (p . 35U), and then makes 
th ree  re fe ren c es  to  Mary as an image of th e  o ld  man: "He seemed to  see
h is  own face  coming to  b i t e  him from se v e ra l s id e s  a t  once . . . " ;  "Pale 
id e n tic a l  eye looked in to  p a le  id e n t ic a l  eye . . . .  The o ld  man looked 
up in to  h is  own image"; "He continued to  look a t  h is  conquered image . . .*' 
(p» 335)• As he k i l l s  h e r , Mr. Fortune answers M ary's a s s e r tio n  th a t  she 
i s  "PURE P i t t s "  w ith h is  re jo in d e r  th a t  "T here 's  no t an ounce of P i t t s  in
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me," th e re to  s e t t l in g  the  is su e  o f h is  own id e n t i ty  once and fo r  a l l .  
Having su ccess fu lly  rep ressed  th e  " P i t t s ” in  h im se lf , th e  l a s t  v e s tig e  
of human id e n t i ty  w ith n a tu re , Mr. Fortune f in d s  h im self a l ie n a te d  from 
h is  surroundings, a lone ly  in tru d e r  in  a p lace  where he does no t belong. 
E a r lie r , he had had an image o f n a tu re  as a l in e  o f t r e e s  marching away 
from him, bu t was unmoved: "The red  corrugated  lak e  eased up to  w ith in
f i f t y  f e e t  o f th e  co n stru c tio n  and was bordered on th e  o th e r  s id e  by a 
black l in e  o f woods which appeared a t  both ends o f th e  view to  walk across 
the w ater and continue along th e  edge of th e  f ie ld s "  (p . 355) • But now, 
when the image re c u rs , he f e e l s  th rea ten ed  and alone: " the  gaunt t r e e s
had th ickened in to  m ysterious dark f i l e s  th a t  were marching across the  
water and away in to  the  d is ta n ce"  (p . 356). Cut o ff  from n a tu re  by h is  
own w ill ,  he now looks about "d esp e ra te ly  fo r  someone to  help  him." But 
h is den ia l of P i t t s  id e n t i ty ,  h is  rep u d ia tio n  o f  h is  human t i e s ,  leaves 
him ir r e t r ie v a b ly  alone, to  d ie  contem plating th e  grotesque m echanical 
image of h is  own greed: "the p lace  was deserted  except f o r  one huge
yellow monster which s a t  to  th e  s id e , as s ta tio n a ry  as he was, gorging 
i t s e l f  on c lay" (p. 356).
Mr. Fortune i s  defea ted  because he has s e t  h im self a p a r t from 
the humanity which i s  inescapab ly  h is .  His devotion to  an a b s tra c tio n , 
P rogress, i s  as s e lf -d e s tru c tiv e  as o th e r  c h a ra c te rs ' f ix a t io n s  w ith 
edenic fa n ta s ie s  o r  demonic n ightm ares. Compelled to  impose h is  id e n t i ty  
upon na tu re  by tu rn in g  h is  woods in to  th e  town o f Fortune, he lo se s  th e  
chance to  f in d  an id e n t i ty  in  a more than  nominal sense. At th e  end he 
has affirm ed th a t  he i s  a Fortune and th a t  h is  p iece  o f n a tu re  w il l  some 
day become F ortune, Georgia. But the  p r ic e  he pays i s  th e  snuffing  ou t 
of h is  l a s t  human t i e ,  and w ith i t  l i f e  i t s e l f .
73
"The P a rtr id g e  F e s tiv a l"  d ea ls  w ith  an e n t i r e  community's attem pt 
to package n a tu re , to  e s ta b l is h  a communal id e n t i ty  by s e l l in g  i t s  one 
n a tu ra l reso u rce , i t s  a z a le a s . The r e s u l t  i s  c a ta s tro p h ic , as th e  tow n's 
commercial id e n t i ty  d riv es  one o f i t s  members, S in g le to n , to  a v io le n t  
in s is te n c e  upon h is  r ig h t  n o t to  wear th e  badge o f i t s  m a te ria lism , the  
azalea bu tton . The s to ry  focuses upon Calhoun, a c h a ra c te r  i n  search  of 
a mode o f id e n t i ty  which transcends commercial v a lu e s . Calhoun sees only 
two op tions fo r  h im se lf: to  accede to  th e  tow n 's boosterism  and h is  fam­
i l y 's  exp ec ta tio n s  of him as a salesm an, o r to  p lace  h im se lf in  judgment 
of the tow n's v a lues  by c re a tin g  a s e l f - id e n t i t y  as " r e b e l - a r t i s t - m y s t ic ." 
S p lit  w ith in  h im se lf, he f in d s  i t  necessary  to  re p u d ia te  th e  s to r y 's  sym­
bol o f n a tu re , th e  aza leas  which th e  town i s  tu rn in g  in to  cash . He f i r s t  
en ters th e  town "as i f  he expected th e  p ro fu s io n  o f a za lea  blossoms to  
have a l e th a l  e f f e c t  upon him" (p . U21). A liena ted  from n a tu re , from 
the community, and from h im se lf, he looks to  S in g le to n  as an in s p ir a t io n  
and as the model f o r  h is  own r e b e l l io n .  Calhoun makes o f th e  crazed  
murderer a m arty r to  be re sp ec ted  f o r  having been "w illin g  to  s u f fe r  f o r  
the r ig h t  to  be h im se lf"  (p . h23)• But w hile doing so he den ies th a t  
h is  own r e a l  s e l f  i s  h is  sa le sm an -se lf, and f a i l s  to  recognize th a t  h is  
w riting  ca re e r i s  merely a pose he s t r ik e s  to  a c t  ou t h is  fe e l in g s  of 
being su p erio r to  h is  fe llo w  townspeople.
Calhoun wants th e  town to  recognize i t s  communal g u i l t ,  to  r e a l ­
ize  th a t  i t s  t r a d i t io n  o f transform ing  a p a r t  o f n a tu re  in to  “Our Money 
Crop" invo lves each o f them in  the  murder o f s ix  c i t iz e n s .  But Calhoun's 
approach i s  to  absolve h im se lf o f g u i l t  by id e n tify in g  w ith S in g le to n , 
whom he sees as th e  r e a l  v ic tim  o f th e  tow n 's commercial s p i r i t .  He 
makes o f S ing le ton  a symbol o f h is  own re je c t io n  o f th e  community's v a l­
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ues, and hence th in k s  h is  a f f i l i a t i o n  w ith S ing le ton  in su re s  h is  innocence. 
But when he v i s i t s  S ing le ton  in  th e  p s y c h ia t r ic  ward and sees him f o r  th e  
unromantic and unheroic degenerate he i s ,  Calhoun can no lo n g er elude h is  
own id e n t i ty  by borrowing an id e n t i ty  from th e  symbol o f h is  r e b e l l io n .
At the end, as Calhoun f le e s  th e  image o f h is  f a l l e n  hero , th e  s to ry  p ro­
je c ts  a p ic tu re  o f a de-humanized s e l f  fac in g  a naked and u n in v itin g  
landscape: "They scrambled in to  th e  ca r and th e  boy drove i t  away as i f
h is  h e a r t were th e  motor and would never go f a s t  enough. The sky was 
bone-white and th e  s l ic k  highway s tre tc h e d  befo re  them l ik e  a  p iece  of 
the e a r th 's  exposed n erv e” (p . This image suggests th a t  once Cal­
houn has l o s t  h is  symbolic a l te r -e g o  he i s  l e f t  naked and a lone, ego­
le s s .  The s ta rk n ess  o f th e  e x te rn a l w orld r e f l e c t s  th e  em ptiness which 
i s  behind th e  eyes o f th e  beho lder. Thus, when he sees h is  own image 
m irrored in  th e  "nakedness o f  th e  sk y ,"  i t  i s  th e  image o f one who i s  no t 
above the  community, bu t r a th e r  one whose id e n t i ty  i s  very  much d e te r ­
mined by th e  group v a lu es  he has f a i l e d  to  a l t e r :  "Round, in n o cen t, un­
d istingu ished  as an i ro n  l in k ,  i t  was th e  face  whose g i f t  o f  l i f e  had 
pushed s t r a ig h t  forw ard to  th e  fu tu re  to  r a is e  f e s t i v a l  a f t e r  f e s t i v a l .
Like a m aster salesm an, i t  seemed to  have been w aiting  th e re  from a l l  
time to  claim  him" (p . W i) .
3
Each o f th e  s to r ie s  d iscussed  above concerns a c h a ra c te r  who lo se s  
h is  o r her id e n t i ty  by becoming too c lo se ly  a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  a symbol of 
an a b s tra c t value o r  co n d itio n . R ather than  develop th e  s e l f  in  r e la t io n  
to  a community o f fe llo w  se lv e s , th e se  c h a ra c te rs  elude th e  human asp ec ts  
of th e i r  own id e n t i ty  by seeing  in  a  symbolic o b je c t o r in  an image o f 
personal s a fe ty  some q u a l i ty  w ith  which they  would l ik e  to  id e n t i f y .  Thus,
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f a ls e  v e rs io n s o f th e  p a s t ,  naive  n o tio n s  o f in d iv id u a l i ty ,  rom antic 
concepts o f r u r a l  "goodness,11 and c ra s s  b e l ie f s  in  p u re ly  m onetary v a l­
ues obscure p o te n t ia l ly  redeeming fam ily  and community v a lu e s . Because 
the th ings they  seek o r  f l e e  a re  f a n ta s ie s  o r phantoms, such c h a ra c te rs  
in e v itab ly  f a i l  to  achieve a balanced id e n t i ty  when t h e i r  experience 
brings them in to  c o n f l ic t  w ith people whose f e a r s  and b e l ie f s  deriv e  
from a d i f f e r e n t  s e t  of symbols, whose images o f goodness and e v i l  d i f f e r ,  
sometimes r a d ic a l ly .  In  em phasizing th e  perso n a l p i t f a l l s  o f in v e s tin g  
too much o f o n ese lf  in  symbolic q u ests  o r  r e t r e a t s ,  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n  
suggests th a t  s a fe ty  and danger are  to  be sought and confron ted  in  s o c ia l  
s e tt in g s . To be s e lf-c o n sc io u s ly  a sso c ia te d  w ith  th e  non-human i s  to  
run the  r i s k  o f compromising o n e 's  human id e n t i ty ,  o f becoming as dead 
as the th in g s  one lo v es  o r  f e a r s .
CHAPTER III
GOOD COUNTRY PEOPLE IN THE SECULAR CITY:
THE SELF IN SOCIETY
In  th e  l a s t  chap ter I  d iscussed  what happens to  c h a ra c te rs  who 
seek from th e  non-human world s e lf - id e n t ify in g  symbols which allow  them 
to  elude im portan t asp ec ts  o f  th e i r  tru e  se lv e s . Such c h a ra c te rs  be­
come r ig id  sym bolists; t h e i r  f ix e d  conceptions o f th e  p a s t ,  o f n a tu re , 
or o f th e  o b je c tiv e  world o f th e  p re se n t become emblematic o f  th e  f e a r s  
and b e l ie f s  which c h a ra c te r iz e  th e  s e l f .  These c h a ra c te rs  s u f fe r  when 
i t  becomes apparent th a t  th e  r e a l  w orld i s  n o t as s in g le - fa c e te d  as 
th e i r  p r iv a te  symbology would have i t .  Furtherm ore, they  a re  brought 
to a s h a tte r in g  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  th e  search  f o r  th e  s e l f  in  th e  non­
human w orld i s  a m is -d ire c te d  search , and th e i r  s to r ie s  show th a t  a  p re ­
occupation w ith  n a tu re  o r  w ith  any o b je c tiv e  emblem of id e n t i ty  which 
precludes involvem ent w ith a human community a lso  p rec ludes  balanced 
selfhood f o r  th e  in d iv id u a l. The im p lic a tio n  i s  th a t  s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n  
means con fron ting  o n e 's  id e n t i ty  w ith in  s o c ia l c o n te x ts , t h a t  to  know 
oneself i s  to  know o n e 's  r e la t io n s  w ith  o th e r  people r a th e r  than  w ith 
natu re  o r  th in g s .
The p re se n t chap ter d ea ls  w ith  s e l f - id e n t i t y  in  O 'C onnor's 
f ic t io n  as i t  i s  determ ined w ith in  s o c ia l  co n tex ts . When h e r  c h a ra c te rs  
face th e  q u estio n  o f who they  are  in  term s o f th e  s o c ia l  r o le s  they
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play they  come c lo se r  to  confron ting  th e i r  t r u e  se lv es  than  when they  
focus upon symbols o f t h e i r  b e l ie f s  o r  f e a r s .  For th e  most p a r t  they  
s t i l l  f a i l ,  as O’C onnor's f i c t io n  i s  one o f q u es t, o f  th e  search  fo r  
the s e l f .  But when c h a ra c te rs  f a i l  in  s o c ia l in te ra c t io n s  they  re v e a l 
more o f what I  see as th e  a u th o r 's  p re s c r ip t io n  fo r  th e  h ea lth y  s e l f .
The gestu res  they  make toward o th e r  people a re  r e f le c te d  in  th e  responses 
they evoke, and hence o f f e r  more in s ig h t  than  g es tu re s  made toward na­
tu re . G ilb e rt M uller s ta t e s  th a t  O'Connor makes a connection between 
s e l f - id e n t i ty  and so c ie ty , bu t sees her emphasis to  be upon s o c ie ty 's  
e ffe c t on th e  in d iv id u a l: "Revealing th e  dilemmas in  the  q u est f o r
human id e n t i ty ,  she shows how th e  la ck  o f  an in te g ra te d  so c ie ty —which 
fo r  the  au thor would be a  C h ris tia n  so c ie ty —p rev en ts  the p o s s ib i l i ty  
of an in te g ra te d  p e rs o n a li ty . A ll h e r gro tesques ev en tu a lly  come to
the r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  they  are a sp ir in g  toward i l lu s o r y  p o in ts  in  a 
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secu lar w orld ."  I  w il l  show in  th i s  chap ter th a t  O 'C onnor's c e n tra l  
concern i s  no t so much w ith  "a  se c u la r  w orld ,"  as w ith  th e  in d iv id u a l 's  
lack o f balance in  responding to  the  coiranunity, and w ith  th e  n e c e ss ity  
fo r  such balance i f  th e re  i s  to  be such a th in g  as an in te g ra te d  so c i­
ety . In  h e r f i c t io n  we see c h a ra c te rs  p lay in g  s o c ia l  ro le s  in  fo u r  
main areas o f human in te r a c t io n :  ra c e , c la s s ,  s e x u a lity , and fam ily .
Because th e i r  r o le  p lay in g  i s  n o t a tru e  expression  o f  in n e r  v a lu es , 
they lack  coherence o f  p e rs o n a li ty , and f in d  them selves in  ambiguous 
re la tio n s h ip s  w ith  o th e rs . As c h a ra c te rs  they  come to  resem ble m osaics 
which have no bed o f  cement, no underly ing  means o f p rese rv in g  th e  i l l u ­
sion o f u n ity  they p ro je c t .  They choose a s in g le  asp ec t of th e  s e l f ,  a 
s ing le  s o c ia l  ro le  as an emblem o f th e i r  t o t a l  id e n t i ty ,  and they  in -
^ G ilb ert M uller, Nightmares And V isions (A thens, G a.: Univ. o f
Georgia P re ss , 1972), p .
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ev itab ly  s u f fe r  when they  a re  c a l le d  upon to  e n te r  a r o le  which c o n f l ic ts  
w ith the one which they  th in k  determ ines t h e i r  id e n t i ty .
Many o f  O 'C onnor's c h a ra c te rs  end up w ith  th i s  k in d  o f one-dimen­
s io n a l id e n t i ty ,  which by d e f in i t io n  p rec ludes  human growth. And th e  
reason fo r  t h i s  i s  so common in  h e r f i c t i o n  th a t  i t  becomes a k ind  o f 
o r ig in a l s in  a l l  he r c h a ra c te rs  commit, one which makes i t  im possib le 
fo r  them to  a t t a in  s e l f - in s ig h t  through human in te r a c t io n .  They a l l  
begin w ith th e  b as ic  assumption th a t  the way to  be them selves and to  
know them selves i s  to  d e fin e  them selves in  term s o f th e  "o therness"  o f  
those around them. In  s h o r t,  t h e i r  s o c ia l  in te ra c t io n s  a re  n o t geared 
toward b ring ing  them in to  c lo s e r  connection w ith  o th e rs , bu t r a th e r  
toward c re a tin g  and s o lid ify in g  d is t in c tio n s  between them selves and 
o th e rs . The b a s ic  s tra te g y  used to  accomplish th i s  end i s  to  choose a 
sing le  co nd ition  o f o n e 's  e x is te n c e , a co n d itio n  w ith  which one i s  hap­
py, and to  use th a t  co n d itio n  as th e  ch ie f  determ inan t o f  o n e 's  e n t i r e  
id e n ti ty .  Thus, to  answer th e  question  "who am I? "  w ith  th e  re p ly  "I 
am w hite" can give an in d iv id u a l a degree o f  s e c u r ity  in  a so c ie ty  in  
which w hite sk in  b rin g s  w ith  i t  a measure o f  p r iv i le g e  o r  power denied 
to those who are  o th e r  than  w hite . But in  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n  th i s  i s  
f a ls e  s e c u r ity ; f o r  th e  human cond itio n  i s  th e  e s s e n t ia l  co n d itio n , and 
w ill always take  precedence over a c c id e n ta l co n d itio n s  in  an in d iv id u a l 's  
search fo r  id e n t i ty .
2
In  "The A r t i f i c i a l  N ig g e r," "Everything That R ises  Must Converge," 
and "Judgement Day" w hite c h a ra c te rs  have th e i r  b as ic  assum ptions about 
th e ir  p o s itio n s  in  th e  s o c ia l  o rd er s h a tte re d , in  th e  l a s t  two cases 
v io le n tly , when they  come fa c e  to  face  w ith b lack  c h a ra c te rs  who re fu se
to  adapt them selves to  a f ix e d  r a c i a l  o rd e r . In  a l l  th re e  cases th e  
white ch a ra c te rs  a re  shown to  have p re d ic a te d  th e i r  very senses o f s e l f  
upon th e i r  r a c i a l  id e n t i ty ,  in s i s t in g  th a t  th e i r  "who-ness" be d e te r ­
mined by th e i r  w h iteness. They come to  f in d  th a t  th i s  id e n t i ty  i s  in ­
adequate to  su s ta in  the  s e l f  in  a world where r a c i a l  a t t i tu d e s  s h i f t  
and where values based p rim a rily  upon race  are t r a n s i to r y .  F u rth e r­
more, and more s ig n if ic a n t ly ,  each of th e  c h a ra c te rs  i s  fo rced  to  r e a l ­
ize  th a t  the very  concept o f  race  i s  secondary to  th e  la rg e r  is su e  o f 
shared humanity; and th a t  th e  experience o f th e  black man in  th e  South 
i s  in tim a te ly  a sso c ia ted  w ith  th e  id e n t i ty  of a l l  w hite people. In  
short, th e  main ch a ra c te rs  in  th e se  s to r ie s  f in d  th a t  th e i r  proclama­
tions o f id e n t i ty  as w hite persons in  a r a c i s t  so c ie ty  are  hollow, le s s  
compelling than  th e  demands f o r  human reco g n itio n  o f  th e i r  black an­
ta g o n is ts . D is tin c tio n s  between w hite se lv es  and b lack se lv e s , th ese  
s to r ie s  i n s i s t ,  a re  in e s s e n t ia l  d is t in c t io n s ;  and th e  in d iv id u a l who 
seeks to  f ix  upon r a c ia l  s te reo ty p es  as modes o f s e l f - id e n t i f i c a t io n  
can only lo se  h is  o r her id e n t i ty  when those  s te reo ty p es  are challenged 
by the r e a l  humanity o f o th e rs .
"Judgement Day," O 'C onnor's l a s t  s to ry , i s  a re v is io n  o f her 
e a r l ie s t ,  "The Geranium." The re v is io n  i s  much more com plicated than  
the o r ig in a l ,  both in  form and in  co n ten t. A comparison o f  th e  two 
s to r ie s  shows th a t  th e  a u th o r 's  consciousness o f th e  re la tio n s h ip  be­
tween s o c ia l  form s, p a r t i c u la r ly  r a c i a l  ones, and in d iv id u a l id e n t i ty  
increased  during the  course o f h e r w ritin g  c a re e r . In  th e  e a r l i e r  
sto ry  th i s  su b jec t i s  t r e a te d  p e r ip h e ra lly ,  and geography i s  th e  prim ary 
determ inant o f th e  main c h a ra c te r 's  id e n t i ty .  The re v ise d  v e rs io n , 
though, explores d i r e c t ly  and unequivocally  the  degree to  which r a c i a l
id e n ti ty  in flu en ces  th e  c h a ra c te r 's  e n t i r e  sense o f s e l f .  The apocalyp­
t i c  in te n s i ty  o f the  l a t t e r  v e rs io n  c o n tra s ts  w ith  th e  g en tly  iro n ic  
tone of th e  o r ig in a l ,  showing th a t  O'Connor came to  r e a l iz e  th a t  race  
has a more t e l l i n g  im pact upon id e n t i ty  than  reg io n .
The b as ic  s i tu a t io n  i s  th e  same in  both s to r i e s .  Old Dudley and 
Tanner have both been uprooted from r u r a l  Southern lo c a le s ,  in  th e  name 
of fam ily u n ity , to  l i v e  in  New York C ity , a p la ce  they  f in d  confusing 
and a l ie n a tin g . Each has had to  leave behind a  lo n g -s tan d in g  r e la t io n ­
ship with a b lack f r ie n d  to  l iv e  w ith a  daughter he no longer f e e ls  
close to ,  both f r ie n d sh ip s  having been p re d ic a te d  upon th e  w ill in g  sub­
servience o f  th e  black man. F in a l ly ,  each d isco v ers  l iv in g  in  the  
d augh ter's  apartm ent b u ild in g  ano ther b lack  man; and each expects th e  
Northern b lack to  respond to  him as would a b lack s id e -k ick  in  G eorgia. 
From here , the  s to r ie s  p a r t  company, as in  "The Geranium" th e  N orthern 
black i s  a k in d ly  f ig u re ,  to  th e  p o in t o f seeming p a tro n iz in g  to  th e  
seemingly s e n ile  o ld  man. His condescension d is ru p ts  Old D udley 's sense 
of id e n t i ty ;  i t  i s  th e  u ltim a te  sign  th a t  he i s  in  fo re ig n  s o i l ,  and 
h is  an ach ro n is tic  a t t i tu d e s  p reven t him from being tra n sp la n te d  success­
f u l ly .  The s to ry  shows h is  racism  to  be o b so le te , th e  harm less b ick e r­
ing o f a cantankerous o ld  man. But in  "Judgement Day" th e re  i s  an 
apocalyptic sense th a t  when a r a c i a l  a t t i tu d e  becomes th e  so le  determ in­
ant o f id e n t i ty ,  the  s e l f  can only  s h a t te r  when th a t  a t t i t u d e  i s  s e r io u s ­
ly  challenged. This v e rs io n  o f th e  s to ry  co n ta in s  a  th i r d  b lack  f ig u re ,  
Foley, who re p re se n ts  a  new r o le ,  le s s  su b se rv ie n t, f o r  a b lack  in  
Southern so c ie ty . Foley i s  as much a type as Parrum; bu t th e  type i s  
so a n t i th e t ic a l  to  th a t  o f  th e  3 ide-k ick  th a t  Foley begins to  unsea t 
Tanner's se lf-im age as he l i t e r a l l y  fo rc e s  him to  vaca te  h is  s q u a t t e r 's
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hut. Another s ig n if ic a n t  d iffe re n c e  between th e  s to r ie s  i s  th a t  th e  
Northern black man in  "Judgement Day" i s  a c t iv e ly  h o s t i l e  to  T anner's  
r a c i s t  advances, f i n a l ly  becoming th e  in strum en t o f  h is  v io le n t  death .
The s tro k e s  th a t  both men s u f fe r  a re  f i t t i n g  metaphors f o r  th e i r  
moral m alad ies. Both are  p ara ly zed , f o s s i l iz e d  by th e  r ig id  id e n t i t i e s  
they i n s i s t  upon. Whereas th e  f i r s t  s to ry  allow s i t s  ch a ra c te r  the  
geranium as a symbol o f  h is  d isp laced  id e n t i ty  and o f  h is  i n a b i l i ty  to  
be re -ro o te d  in  a l ie n  s o i l ,  "Judgement Day" fo rc e s  Tanner to  confron t 
h is  p a s t and h is  own id e n t i ty  through a s e r ie s  o f memories, a l l  focusing  
upon p a s t in te ra c t io n s  w ith  b la ck s . His e a r l i e s t  such memory i s  o f  h is  
days as a foreman f o r  a b lack lumber gang. There he was known as one 
who knew how to  "handle" b la ck s: h is  id e n t i ty  derived  from h is  r a c i a l
power over o th e rs . That he has l o s t  th i s  power i s  th e  c r i s i s  o f  T anner's  
old age in  a s tran g e  c i ty .  His daughter sums up h is  co nd ition  when she 
uses the  p a s t te n se  in  re fe ren c e  to  T anner's  id e n t i ty :  "He was some­
body when he was somebody" (p . 532). That T anner's  power and consequent 
id e n tity  derived  p u re ly  from sk in  c o lo r and n o t from p e rso n a l a t t r ib u te s  
becomes apparent when he fo rc e s  Parrum to  acknowledge h is  s u p e r io r i ty ,  
a f te r  having given him a p a i r  o f le n se le s s  g la sse s  to  wear as th e  badge 
of h is  new way o f seeing :
"What you see through those  g la sse s?"
"See a m an."
"What k in d  o f  a  man?"
"See th e  man make th e sey e r g la s s e s ."
" Is  he w hite  o r  b lack?"
"He w h ite !"  The Negro s a id  as i f  on ly  a t  th a t  moment was h is  
v is io n  s u f f ic ie n t ly  improved to  d e te c t i t .  "Yessuh, he w h ite !"  he 
sa id .
"Well, you t r e a t  him l ik e  he was w h ite ,"  Tanner s a id . (p . 539)
At th i s  p o in t T anner's  id e n t i ty  i s  e s ta b lish e d , and i t  i s  an a r t i f i c i a l
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mode o f id e n t i f ic a t io n .  R ather than  h is  ex is ten ce  as a  man o r  th e  ac­
tio n s  he perform s, th e  acc id en t o f h is  sk in  c o lo r  becomes th e  badge o f 
Tanner's se lfhood .
Because th e  id e n t i ty  he a s s e r ts  i s  p u re ly  em blematic, Tanner 
lo ses  h is  power in  h is  n ex t two co n fro n ta tio n s  w ith b la ck s , each o f 
whom in s i s t s  upon seeing  Tanner through th e  le n s  o f h is  own r a c i a l  v is ­
ion. When Foley approaches th e  s q u a t te r 's  shack, Tanner knows he i s  
d efense less: "Be prepared , because you a i n ' t  go t a  th in g  to  ho ld  up
to  him b u t th e  sk in  you come in ,  and t h a t 's  no more use  to  you than 
what a snake would shed" (p . 535). And when th e  b lack  man and woman 
in  New York look a t  Tanner they  do n o t see h is  sk in  a t  a l l ,  as they 
type him by o th e r  a sp ec ts  o f h is  appearance. He, meanwhile, i s  " fe ig n ­
ing in v i s i b i l i t y "  because he now knows th a t  th e  id e n t i ty  he had once
2es tab lish ed  means no th ing  in  a fo re ig n  p lace  and tim e:
The Negro d id  no t tak e  a s te p  o r  answer. His eyes began to  move. 
They moved from th e  top o f  h is  b lack h a t ,  down to  th e  c o l la r le s s  
b lue  s h i r t ,  n e a tly  bu ttoned  a t  th e  neck, down th e  faded  g a llu se s  
to  th e  gray tro u s e rs  and th e  h ig h -to p  shoes and up again , very 
slow ly, w hile some unfathom able dead-cold  rage seemed to  s t i f f e n  
and sh rink  him. (p . 5Ui)
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The phrase " fe ign ing  in v i s i b i l i t y "  i s  alm ost c e r ta in ly  an iro n ­
ic  re fe ren c e  to  Ralph E l l i s o n 's  n o tion  th a t  i n v i s i b i l i t y  i s  both  a condi­
tio n  imposed upon b lacks by w hites in  a  r a c i a l l y  s t r a t i f i e d  so c ie ty , and 
a mode o f  s e l f - id e n t i f i c a t io n  used by b lacks to  in su re  su rv iv a l in  a 
r a c i s t  c u l tu re .  Here, a  w hite c h a ra c te r  i s  rendered  in v is ib le  by b lacks 
when they  see only the  c lo th e s  he w ears. But h is  a ttem pt to  use  in v i s i ­
b i l i t y  b a c k fire s  because h is  b lack a n tag o n is t re fu se s  to  p lay  th e  comple­
mentary r o le ,  which would mean a d e n ia l o f h is  id e n t i ty  as w ell as th a t  
of Tanner. Even i f  O'Connor was u n fam ilia r  w ith  E l l i s o n 's  In v is ib le  Man, 
the phrase i s  c ru c ia l  to  an understand ing  o f T anner's  p ro g re ss iv e  lo s s  o f 
s e l f .  Having r e l i e d  upon sk in  c o lo r as the  so le  b a s is  f o r  id e n t i ty ,  he 
now has no reco u rse  o th e r  than to  become a  n o n -e n tity  when sk in  co lo r 
i s  no longer th e  badge o f a worthwhile s e l f .
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When th e  black man c a l l s  him a "w ool-hat red-neck so n -o f-a -b itc h  pecker- 
wood o ld  b a s ta rd ,"  Tanner i s  incredu lous th a t  th e  r a c i a l  ta b le s  have 
turned so d r a s t i c a l ly .  His response i s  to  r e ly  upon o ld  r a c i a l  r e a l i ­
t i e s  as he s a r c a s t ic a l ly  reminds h is  an ta g o n is t o f t h e i r  re sp e c tiv e  sk in  
co lo rs: "The o ld  man f e l t  h is  h e a r t  in s id e  him hard  and tough as an
oak knot. 'And you a i n ' t  b la c k , ' he sa id , 'and I  a i n ' t  w h ite '"  (p .
$1:5) • In  h is  dea lings w ith  th i s  s tra n g e r , Tanner seeks to  r e - e s ta b l is h  
h is  lo s t  sense of s e l f  by renewing co n tac t w ith  a b lack man on th e  same 
terms as those  o f th e  r e la t io n s h ip  which had given him th e  s tro n g e s t 
sense o f s e lf-w o rth , th a t  which he had had w ith  Parrum. With Parrum he 
had d ic ta te d  th e  term s o f  th e  re la t io n s h ip  by denying h is  own e s s e n t ia l  
humanity. In  New York he attem pts to  fo rc e  th e  b lack  man to  deny h is  
human id e n t i ty ,  to  f i t  in to  th e  mold o f a "South Alabama N igger."
Because he has no t c u lt iv a te d  a f u l l y  human id e n t i ty ,  Tanner 
i s  defeated  when he i s  removed from th e  s o c ia l  and geographic con tex ts  
which had a t  one time allow ed him perso n a l power through r a c i a l  id e n t i ty .  
His i n i t i a l  f a i lu r e  occurs a t  th e  moment when he den ies th a t  Parrum has 
recognized in  him a human id e n t i ty :
The Negro reached fo r  th e  g la sse s . He a ttach e d  th e  bows c a re fu lly  
behind h is  ea rs  and looked f o r th .  He peered  th i s  way and th a t  w ith 
exaggerated so lem nity . And then he looked d i r e c t ly  a t  Tanner and 
grinned , o r grim aced, Tanner could no t t e l l  which, bu t he had an 
in s t a n t 's  sen sa tio n  o f seeing  before him a n eg a tiv e  image o f him­
s e l f ,  as i f  clow nishness and c a p t iv ity  had been th e i r  common l o t .  
This v is io n  f a i l e d  him befo re  he could decipher i t .  (pp. 538-39)
By f a i l in g  to  decipher th i s  image o f h im se lf r e f le c te d  in  the  o th e r, Tan­
ner denies th e  "clow nishness and c a p t iv ity "  th a t  a re  an inescapab le  con­
d itio n  o f being human. R ather, he chooses a s e l f - id e n t i ty  based upon 
whatever power he has to  render o th e rs  c low n-like  and c a p tiv e . What he
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does no t see i s  th a t  by p re d ic a tin g  h is  selfhood upon r a c i a l  s te reo ty p es  
he has become a cap tiv e  of h is  own sev ere ly  l im ite d  v is io n , and thus 
has rendered h im se lf more clow n-like than  h is  black double. At th e  
end he i s  l e f t  w ith no op tion  bu t to  wish th a t  he were ab le  to  undo the 
e ffe c ts  of th e  r a c i a l  p rid e  he i s  now w ill in g  to  swallow: " I f  he had
known i t  was a question  o f t h i s —s i t t i n g  here looking ou t th i s  window 
a l l  day in  th i s  no -p lace , o r j u s t  running a s t i l l  f o r  a  n ig g e r, he would 
have run th e  s t i l l  f o r  the  n ig g e r. He would have been a n ig g e r 's  w hite 
nigger any day" (p . 5U0). Tanner, in  sh o r t,  le a rn s  th a t  to  be enslaved 
by o n e 's  own s e l f - l im i t in g  world-view i s  worse than  th e  k ind  o f s lav ery  
he had once been ab le  to  fo rce  upon o th e rs .  But h is  r e a l iz a t io n  comes 
too l a t e ,  and he i s  f r e e  only to  s tru g g le  to  re tu rn  to  th e  s o i l  of Cor­
in th , Georgia to  reg a in  in  death th e  ro o ts  o f th e  s e l f  he has l o s t  in  
l i f e .
T anner's  f a i l u r e  to  decipher th e  v is io n  o f s e l f  he sees r e f le c te d  
in  Parrum 's face  i s  rem in iscen t o f Mrs. C hestny 's  f le e t in g  v is io n  of her­
s e lf  in  her b lack  a n ta g o n is t. When th i s  black woman appears on th e  bus 
wearing th e  same absurd h a t which Mrs. Chestny has claim ed as th e  badge 
of her own id e n t i ty ,  Ju lia n  c o r re c t ly  c a l l s  th e  woman h is  m o th er 's  "black 
double." Mrs. Chestny f a i l s  to  see h e r s e lf  in  the  o th e r , j u s t  as Ju lia n  
f a i l s  to  see th e  woman's l i t t l e  boy as h is  b lack double. In  a l l  th re e  
cases th e  f a i l u r e  to  see th e  s e l f  m irro red  in  the  b lack image lead s  to  
a personal apocalypse fo r  th e  w hite c h a ra c te r ,  as each i s  th r u s t  v io le n t­
ly  from th e  f a ls e  se c u r ity  o f an id e n t i ty  which was based upon a r a c i a l  
s te reo type . Because they have denied th e i r  "clow nishness and c a p t iv ity "  
by p ro je c tin g  th ese  q u a l i t i e s  upon b lack f ig u re s  and hence d e fin in g  them 
as "o th e r ,"  th e  w hite c h a ra c te rs  in  th e se  s to r ie s  a re  unable to  cope w ith
85
these cond itions  when they  a re  th ru s t  upon them by fo rc e s  they  cannot 
co n tro l. AU th re e  respond by looking to  a l o s t  p a s t fo r  th e  ro o ts  o f 
an id e n t i ty  to  he lp  then  face  th e  u n c e r ta in t ie s  o f  a world they had 
thought was o rdered  along r a c i a l  l in e s ,  bu t whose r a c i a l  o rd er i s  in  
fa c t co n s tan tly  in  f lu x .  Thus, T anner's  v is io n  o f h im self popping out 
of h is  c o ff in  to  Parrum 's d e l ig h t ,  and Mrs. C hestny 's  h a llu c in a tio n  th a t  
she i s  in  th e  arms o f her b lack  mammy both  in d ic a te  the  need fo r  th e  
s e lf  to  have re la t io n s h ip s  which derive from mutual reco g n itio n  o f hu­
man worth, j u s t  as does J u l i a n 's  p la in t iv e  c a l l  to  h is  "mamma." But 
because f o r  Tanner and Mrs. Chestny th e  "model" re la t io n s h ip  had been 
based upon th e  a c c id e n ta ls  o f  r a c i a l  id e n t i ty ,  because i t  had derived  
more from s o c ia l  ro le  than from underly ing  human v a lu es , th e  ch a ra c te rs  
su ffe r  breakdowns o f th e  s e l f  when they  d iscover th a t  the ro le s  are no 
longer being p layed , th a t  they  can no longer deny th e i r  own clownishness 
and c a p t iv ity  by p ro je c tin g  them on to  o th e rs .
The s to ry  which d ea ls  most e x p l ic i t ly  w ith r a c i a l  id e n t i ty  and 
the quest f o r  th e  s e l f  i s  "The A r t i f i c i a l  N ig g er." In  an e a r l i e r  d is ­
cussion o f th i s  s to ry  I  showed how i t s  iro n ic  trea tm en t of th e  charac­
te r s  and o f th e i r  re tu rn  home rendered dubious t h e i r  claim s to  sa lv a­
tio n . D espite th e  s to r y 's  t i t l e  and c e n tra l  ev en ts , c r i t i c s  have f a i l e d
to s tr e s s  th a t  th e  essence o f th e  c h a ra c te rs ' urban experience i s  s e l f -
3
exp lo ra tion  through r a c ia l  co n fro n ta tio n . Because o f h is  f a i lu r e  to
P reston  Browning, F lannery O'Connor (Carbondalei Southern I l l ­
in o is  Univ. P re ss , 197U), pp. 65-67, i s  an excep tion . He d iscu sses  the  
importance o f th e  symbolic ro le  b lacks p lay  in  th i s  s to ry . However, he 
sees b lacks more as re p re se n ta tiv e s  o f a l l  th a t  i s  " in ca lcu la b le  and 
m ysterious" than as people whose race  renders them s o c ia l ly  d if f e r e n t  
from the Heads. S im ila rly , M artin (pp. 113-15) sees th e  Heads1 encounter 
w ith b lacks to  be im portan t because th e  encounter d e f la te s  th e  f a ls e  
hum ility  o f Mr. Head.
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reach a new s tag e  o f r a c i a l  awareness and subsequent se lf-aw aren ess  Mr. 
Head's "redemption" i s  p rob lem atic . In  h is  theology th e  e s s e n t ia l  
condition f o r  redem ption i s  h u m ility , and th e  h u m ility  he f e e l s  a t  th e  
end of the  s to ry  i s  h ig h ly  q u a l if ie d :  i t  does n o t a l t e r  h is  sense of
ra c ia l  s u p e r io r ity .  Because Nelson f a i l s  to  transcend  h is  g ra n d fa th e r 's  
myopic r a c ia l  v is io n  he f a i l s  to  grow in to  an independent a d u lt s e l f .  
When he re u trn s  home he has n o t lea rn ed  th a t  th e  wisdom o f  th e  o ld e r man 
i s  lim ited} bu t r a th e r  he sees th e i r  t r i p  to  th e  c i ty  as a j u s t i f i c a ­
tio n  o f th a t  wisdom.
The avowed purpose fo r  th e  Heads' t r i p  to  A tla n ta  i s  f o r  Nelson 
to  develop a moral sense, which Mr. Head would c a l l  h u m ility . In  sh o r t,  
Nelson i s  to  grow in to  an a d u lt s e l f  by le a rn in g  in  the  c i ty  who he i s  
in  re la t io n  to  th e  r e s t  o f c re a tio n . For both c h a ra c te rs  the  meaning 
of the c i ty ,  the  knowledge i t  co n ta in s  th a t  can tu rn  c h ild ren  in to  
ad u lts , i s  c lo se ly  r e la te d  to  th e  f a c t  th a t  b lack people l iv e  th e re .
When Nelson claim s th a t  he has probably  seen b lacks when he l iv e d  in  
the c i ty  as an in f a n t ,  Mr. Head rebukes him: " I f  you had seen one you
d id n 't  know what he was . . .  A six-month o ld  c h ild  d o n 't  know a n igger 
from anybody e ls e "  (p . 2$2).  The moral sense th a t  the  o ld  man would 
teach the boy i s  in  f a c t  th e  p re v a ilin g  r a c i a l  v is io n  o f h is  tim e and 
p lace. P arad o x ica lly , Mr. Head would see r a c i a l  s u p e r io r ity  as th e  
basis  fo r  h u m ility . To become an a d u lt ,  Nelson must le a rn  to  d i s t i n ­
guish "a n igge r from anybody e lse} "  and th e i r  f i r s t  encounter w ith  a 
black man im presses upon him s o c ie ty 's  mode o f determ ining id e n t i ty .
Like Parrum in  "Judgement D ay,” Nelson f i r s t  sees in  th e  man on the  
t r a in  h is  e s s e n t ia l  humanity, bu t i s  co rrec ted  and to ld  to  see f i r s t  
an a c c id en ta l, th e  m an's race :
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'What was th a t? ' he asked.
'A m an,' th e  boy s a id  and gave him an in d ig n an t look as i f  he 
were t i r e d  o f  having h is  in te l l ig e n c e  in s u l te d .
'What k in d  o f a  man?1 Mr. Head p e r s is te d  . . .
'A f a t  m an,' Nelson s a id . He was beginning to  f e e l  th a t  he 
had b e t te r  be cau tio u s .
'You d o n 't  know what k in d ?1 Mr. Head s a id  in  a  f i n a l  to n e .
'An o ld  m an,' th e  boy sa id  and had a sudden foreboding  th a t  he 
was no t going to  enjoy th e  day.
'T hat was a n ig g e r , ' Mr. Head sa id  and s a t  back.
Nelson jumped up on th e  s e a t and stood looking  backward to  the  
end o f  th e  c a r  bu t th e  Negro had gone. (p . 255)
A fter th i s  encounter, Nelson accedes to  h is  g ra n d fa th e r 's  a t t i t u d e  toward 
b lacks, f a i l in g  to  grow beyond th e  l im ita t io n s  th e  o ld  man would impose 
upon him.
This i n i t i a l  encounter le av es  Nelson d is o r ie n te d , bu t i t  has no 
e f fe c t on th e  g ran d fa th e r, whose ignorance o f  s o c ia l  forms le av es  him 
happily  unaware o f  th e  absurd f ig u re  he s t r ik e s  when they  e n te r  th e  
a lien  world o f th e  d in ing  c a r .  I t  i s  th e  Heads who a re  ou t o f p lace  in  
th is  s o c ia l ly  s t r a t i f i e d  w orld, bu t Mr. H ead's o b lique  moral v is io n  a l ­
lows him to  m ain ta in  h is  su p e rio r  self-im age because o f h is  r a c i a l  iden­
t i t y .  Thus, when he comments o f th e  black se c tio n  o f th e  ca r th a t  "They 
rope them o f f ,"  he i s  unaware th a t  he i s  being roped o u t. And when the  
Heads a re  excluded from th e  fo rb idden  world o f th e  k itc h e n  (by a black 
man), th e  o ld  man responds by d isg u is in g  h is  d isplacem ent and try in g  to  
ex erc ise  c o n tro l over an in c re a s in g ly  com plicated s o c ia l  s i tu a t io n  by 
making a joke o f th e  whole m a tte r . Again Nelson f a i l s  to  grow, as he 
continues to  r e v e r t  to  h is  appointed ro le  o f ig n o ran t youth being guided 
by wise o ld  man: "He re a l iz e d  th a t  th e  o ld  man would be h is  on ly  sup­
p o rt in  th e  s tran g e  p lace  they  were approaching. He would be e n t i r e ly  
alone in  th e  world i f  he were ever l o s t  from h is  g ran d fa th e r. A t e r r i b l e  
excitem ent shook him and he wanted to  take ho ld  o f Mr. H ead's co a t and
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hold on l ik e  a  c h ild "  (p . 2f>7) •
Since being lo s t  i s  Mr. H ead's g re a te s t  f e a r ,  th e  experience of 
lo s in g  o n e 's  way becomes h is  metaphor f o r  h e l l .  Thus, he teach es  Nelson 
to  th ink  o f th e  c i ty  sewer system as " th e  en tran ce  to  h e l l"  (p . 2£9).
The sewer i s  made up o f "end less p itch b lac k  tu n n e ls ,"  and i s  to  be 
feared  because a man might " s l id e  in to  i t "  unawares and "be sucked down" 
aga in st h is  w i l l .  When th e  two do become l o s t  in  th e  b lack  se c tio n  o f 
the c i ty ,  Nelson f e e l s  a pow erful a t t r a c t io n  toward th a t  which he had 
been tau g h t to  f e a r .  His w anting to  be embraced by th e  b lack woman, to  
en te r th e  "p itch b lack  tu n n e l"  o f  h e r being , i s  a momentary rep u d ia tio n  
of the o ld  m an's s im p lis t ic  and re p re s s iv e  le sso n  th a t  being l o s t  in  
b lackness i s  th e  eq u iv a len t o f being in  h e l l .  The sensual experience 
he unconsciously longs fo r  bu t has been denied in  th e  sa fe  and c e l ib a te  
world o f th e i r  home, would c e r ta in ly  ren d er him l o s t .  But a t  th e  same 
time, th e  experience o f p h y s ica l c o n tac t w ith  a being whom th e  grand­
f a th e r 's  m o ra lity  has la b e le d  as "o th e r"  c le a r ly  would have f i l l e d  a 
prim al need, one which th e  g ra n d fa th e r 's  in te rv e n in g  p resence leav es  
u n f i l le d :  "Nelson would have co llap sed  a t  h e r f e e t  i f  Mr. Head had iw t
p u lled  him roughly away. 'You a c t l ik e  you d o n 't  have any se n se ! ' th e  
o ldm an growled" (p . 262). To have " se n se ,"  to  be "saved ,"  means to  
p ro te c t th e  s e l f  a g a in s t the  fo re ig n , in  t h i s  case th e  black and the  
fem ale. The wisdom and th e  m oral in te l l ig e n c e  o f Mr. Head a re  n e a tly  
summed up on th e  fo r tu n e  card  from th e  penny weighing machine: "Beware
of dark women."
The e n t i r e  se c tio n  o f  th e  s to ry  which d ea ls  w ith the  b lack com­
munity c o n tra s ts  th e  sense o f  k in sh ip  shared  by th e  b lacks  w ith  th e  
a lie n a tio n  f e l t  by th e  w hite in t ru d e r s .  The poverty  of th e  people and
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th e  shabbiness o f th e i r  houses are  v iv id ly  described ; bu t th e  s t r e e t s  
teem w ith l i f e  and exude a sense o f shared humanity from which the  Heads 
are excluded by th e i r  sense o f  su p e r io r ity :
'W ell come on and w e 'l l  go somewheres e l s e , '  Mr. Head sa id . 'We 
d id n 't  come to  look a t  n ig g e r s , ' and they  tu rn ed  down ano ther s t r e e t  
bu t they  continued to  see Negroes everywhere. N elson 's  sk in  began 
to  p r ic k le  and they  stepped  along a t  a  f a s t e r  pace in  o rd e r to  leave 
th e  neighborhood as soon as p o s s ib le . There were co lo red  men in  
th e i r  u n d e rsh ir ts  s tan d in g  in  th e  doors and co lo red  women rocking 
on th e  sagging porches. Colored ch ild re n  p layed  in  th e  g u tte r s  and 
stopped what they  were doing to  look a t  them. Before long they 
passed rows o f  s to re s  w ith  co lo red  custom ers in  them b u t they  d id n 't  
pause a t  th e  en trances o f th e se . Black eyes in  b lack  fa c e s  were 
w atching them from every d ir e c t io n .  'Y e s , ' Mr. Head s a id , ' t h i s  i s  
where you were born—r ig h t  here w ith  a l l  th e se  n ig g e r s . ' (p . 260)
When Mr. Head c h a ra c te r iz e s  th i s  neighborhood as a  "n igger heaven" he i s  
asso c ia tin g  i t  w ith  th e  h e l l  of th e  sewer tu n n e l. I t  i s  th i s  h e l l  which 
Nelson longs to  e n te r  through th e  woman's b lack  eyes and through her 
imagined embrace, and from which he i s  saved by th e  o ld  m an's in te rv e n ­
tio n . N elson 's  f a i l u r e  to  recognize and accep t a f f in i ty  w ith  th i s  human 
community means th a t  he recogn izes and accep ts  w hite s o c ie ty 's  d e f in i t io n  
of order and, by in fe re n c e , i t s  concept of heaven. Unlike Huck Finn, 
who was ab le  in  s p ite  o f h im se lf to  rep u d ia te  a s o c ie ta l  dictum th a t  the  
received  r a c i a l  mores were the  means to  p erso n a l s a lv a tio n , Nelson can­
not grow beyond h is  g ra n d fa th e r 's  lim ite d  n o tio n s  o f o rd er and o f r e ­
demption.
In  s ta rk  c o n tra s t  to  th e  black community i s  th e  w hite suburb in ­
to which they  wander a f t e r  Mr. Head has denied h is  k in sh ip  w ith  Nelson. 
The d e sc r ip tio n  o f th e  p lace  as co ld  and dehumanized makes i t  seem much 
more h e l l i s h  than  th e  black se c tio n  o f town:
The sun dropped down behind a row o f houses and h ard ly  n o tic in g , 
they  passed  in to  an e le g a n t suburban sec tio n  where mansions were
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s e t  back from th e  road  by lawns w ith  b ird b a th s  on them. Here ev­
ery th in g  was e n t i r e ly  d e se r te d . For b locks they d id n 't  even pass 
a dog. The b ig  w hite houses were l i k e  p a r t i a l l y  submerged ic eb erg s  
in  th e  d is ta n c e . There were no sidew alks, on ly  d r iv e s , and th e se  
wound around and around in  r id ic u lo u s  end less c i r c le s .  Nelson made 
no move to  come n e a re r  to  Mr. Head. The o ld  man f e l t  th a t  i f  he 
saw a sewer en trance  he would drop down in to  i t  and l e t  h im self be 
c a r r ie d  away. (p . 267)
The im personality  and coldness o f th e  a rea  m irro r th e  fe e l in g s  o f both 
ch a ra c te rs . Mr. Head f e e l s  th a t  h is  p e rf id y  has made him worthy of 
damnation: "He knew now th a t  he was wandering in to  a b lack  s trange
place where no th ing  was l i k e  i t  had ever been b e fo re ."  And Nelson f e e l s  
th a t h is  g ran d fa th e r has denied him th e  warmth and nourishm ent needed 
to su s ta in  him in  a  s tran g e  and lon e ly  w orld: "As fo r  N elson, h is  mind
had frozen  around h is  g ra n d fa th e r 's  tre a c h e ry  as i f  he were try in g  to  
preserve i t  i n t a c t  to  p re se n t a t  the  f i n a l  judgment. He walked w ithou t 
looking to  one s id e  o r  th e  o th e r , bu t every  now and then  h is  mouth would 
tw itch and th i s  was when he f e l t ,  from some remote p lace  in s id e  h im se lf , 
a black m yste rious form reach up as i f  i t  would m elt h is  frozen  v is io n  
in  one ho t g ra sp ."  The b lack m ysterious form can only  re p re se n t the 
fee lin g s  Nelson experienced  w ith  th e  b lack woman: fe e l in g s  which would
have him deny d iffe re n c e s  between h im se lf and ano ther, emotions which 
would m elt th e  b a r r ie r s  th e  s e l f  e re c ts  to  p ro te c t  ag a in s t th e  danger 
of c lo se  co n tac t w ith  o th e r s e lv e s . But Nelson has le a rn ed  to  re p re ss  
th is  fe e l in g  and he i s  unprepared to  thaw th e  ic e  o f human i s o la t io n  by 
fo rg iv ing  th e  o ld  m an's deed: "The c h ild  was stand ing  about te n  f e e t
away, h is  fa c e  b lo o d less  under th e  gray h a t .  His eyes were trium phant­
ly  co ld . There was no l i g h t  in  them, no f e e l in g ,  no in t e r e s t .  He was 
merely th e re , a  sm all f ig u re ,  w aitin g "  (p . 268).
In  th e  m idst o f th i s  upper-m iddle c la s s  suburb, th i s  w hite m an's
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heaven which i s  in  f a c t  h e l l  f o r  Mr. Head, th e  c h a ra c te rs  confron t once 
again an image o f  b lackness and a re  given a  f i n a l  chance to  break th e  
b a r r ie rs  s e p a ra tin g  them from one ano ther and from o th e rs .  What they  
see in  th e  s ta tu e  of th e  b lack man i s  th e  p e r f e c t  image o f "clownish­
ness and c a p t iv i ty ,"  o f a b su rd ity  and tragedy : " the  p la s t e r  f ig u re  o f
a Negro s i t t i n g  b en t over on a  low yellow  b ric k  fence th a t  curved 
around a wide law n. The Negro was about N elso n 's  s iz e  and he was p itc h e d  
forward a t  an unsteady angle because th e  p u tty  th a t  h e ld  him to  th e  w all 
had cracked. One o f h is  eyes was e n t i r e ly  w hite and he h e ld  a  p iece  
of brown watermelon" (p . 268). The s ta tu e  i s ,  o f course , an image o f 
them selves, and u lt im a te ly  o f a l l  humans. This they  only p a r t i a l l y  de­
c ipher. Like Tanner and Mrs. Chestny, they  see w ithou t f u l l y  understand­
ing what they  see ; and i t  i s  l e f t  to  th e  n a r ra t iv e  vo ice  to  in su re  th a t  
the read e r w i l l  cap tu re  what th e  c h a ra c te rs  m iss: "Mr. Head looked l ik e
an an c ien t c h i ld  and Nelson l i k e  a m in ia tu re  o ld  man. They stood gazing 
a t the a r t i f i c i a l  Negro as i f  they  were faced  w ith  some g re a t m ystery , 
some monument to  a n o th e r 's  v ic to ry  th a t  brought them to g e th e r  in  th e i r  
common d e fe a t. They could both f e e l  i t  d is so lv in g  th e i r  d if fe re n c e s  l ik e  
an ac tio n  o f mercy” (p . 269). That t h e i r  v is io n  d is so lv e s  th e  d i f f e r ­
ences between them in d ic a te s  th a t  they  "decipher" more than  Tanner and 
Mrs. Chestny; and thus th e  le sso n  i s  p a r t i a l l y  redem ptive, in  so f a r  
as i t  r e -u n ite s  th e  o ld  man and th e  boy. But i t  f a i l s  to  g ive them a 
la rg e r  sense o f t h e i r  common id e n t i ty  w ith  o th e r  d e fea ted  humans, in  
p a r t ic u la r  w ith th e  im poverished b lacks whose neighborhood they  have j u s t  
l e f t .  Mr. H ead's c h a r a c te r i s t ic  use o f  humor ("They a i n ' t  go t enough 
re a l  ones h e re . They got to  have an a r t i f i c i a l  o ne .") and h is  e g o t i s t ic  
fe e lin g  th a t  he has been saved outweigh th e  minor fe e l in g  o f h u m ilia tio n
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he h a s , in d ic a t in g  t h a t  he  h as  in  f a c t  f a i l e d  to  grow in to  a  more b a l ­
anced s e l f .  Mr. H ead 's  p i th y  comment i n d ic a te s  t h a t  he i s  s t i l l  h e ld  
c a p tiv e  by h i s  r a c i a l  s te r e o ty p e s .  The f a c t  t h a t  th ey  c o n fro n t an a r t i ­
f i c i a l  b lack  man, an image which f u l f i l l s  t h e i r  own r a c i a l  e x p e c ta tio n s , 
allow s th e  Heads to  deny th e  im portance  o f  th e  ambiguous ex p e rien c e s  
they  had w ith  r e a l  b lac k  p eo p le  in  th e  c i t y .  Through th e  image th ey  
r e v e r t  to  t h e i r  e a r l i e r  sense  o f  r a c i a l  s u p e r io r i ty  and to  th e  f a l s e  
s e c u r i ty  which was based  upon t h e i r  r a c i a l  o th e rn e s s .  Thus th e y  r e ­
tu rn  home w ith  t h e i r  fa m ily  u n i t  i n t a c t ,  b u t  w ith o u t th e  l a r g e r  sense  
o f fam ily  which th e  s to r y  su g g e s ts  i s  th e  b a s is  f o r  a  f u l l  sense  o f  s e l f .
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Each a tte m p t by an in d iv id u a l  to  a t t a i n  s e l f - i d e n t i t y  o r  to  p ro ­
j e c t  a  s e lf - im a g e  th rough  a  s o c ia l  form  i s  i n  f a c t  an a tte m p t to  f i t  
the  s e l f  in to  a  p r e - e x is t in g  o rd e r  to  d e riv e  some degree  o f  power o r  
c o n tro l from t h a t  o rd e r .  O 'C onnor's  c h a ra c te r s  a re  u s u a l ly  o u ts id e r s ,  
e i th e r  because th ey  a c tu a l ly  e x i s t  on th e  p e r ip h e ry  o f  s o c ia l  r e s p e c t ­
a b i l i t y  and power o r  because  th ey  se n se  t h a t  th e  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  and 
power th ey  p o sse s s  a re  b e in g  th re a te n e d  by s o c ia l  change, which th e y  
d e fin e  as chao s. C h a ra c te rs  who see  t h e i r  socio -econom ic  c la s s  a s  th e  
prim ary d e te rm in an t o f  p e rs o n a l  i d e n t i t y  ta k e  com fort from  th e  th o u g h t 
th a t  t h e i r  n ic h e  on th e  s o c ia l  la d d e r  a llow s them some in s ig h t  in to  who 
they a r e ,  i f  o n ly  i n d i r e c t l y ,  by showing them se lves  and th e  w orld  who 
they a re  n o t .  But th e  o rd e r  which i s  imaged i n  th e  concep t o f  a  s o c ia l  
lad d e r  i s  in  f a c t  chaos, f o r  i t  i s  alw ays s u b je c t iv e ly  d e te rm in ed . There 
are  as many v e rs io n s  o f  th e  s o c ia l  la d d e r  as  th e re  a re  p o t e n t i a l  clim b­
e r s .  T his i s  c le a r ly  shown in  " R e v e la tio n ,"  when Mrs. T urp in  i s  knocked 
o f f  o f  h e r  im agined la d d e r ,  on ly  to  have th e  c h a ra c te r  she  m ost d e sp ise s
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ape her s e l f - g r a t i f y in g  fe e l in g  th a t  she i s  n o t th e  low est o f humanity: 
1,11 thank Gawd.,' th e  w h ite -tra sh  woman sa id  fe rv e n t ly ,  ' I  a i n ' t  a  luna­
t i c . " 1 Like Mrs. Turpin, many ch a ra c te rs  assume th a t  s o c ia l  s t r a t i f i ­
cation  i s  a tru e  form o f o rd e r, one th a t  can p rov ide  an adequate b a s is  
fo r  s e l f - id e n t i f i c a t io n .  When a ch a ra c te r  becomes too committed to  
th is  i l lu s io n ,  he o r  she lo se s  a coherent sense o f s e l f ,  f o r  s o c ia l  
s tru c tu re  in  O 'Connor's world i s  always a mere attem pt a t  o rd e r, and 
not an abso lu te  form o f o rd e r.
"R evelation" con ta ins O 'C onnor's f u l l e s t  and most d i r e c t  t r e a t ­
ment o f s o c ia l  c la s s  as i t  a f f e c ts  p ersonal id e n t i ty .  Hendin c o r re c t ly  
ch a ra c te rize s  th i s  s to ry  as being "about s t ru c tu re —about ways o f r e ­
la tin g  th e  s e l f  to  th e  world around i t  and even o f looking  in to  th e  na­
tu re  o f th e  s e l f . " k  The main c h a ra c te r , Mrs. Turpin , su f fe rs  a shock­
ing j o l t  to  h e r ego when her concept of a c la ss -o rd e re d  human so c ie ty  
i s  c a lle d  in to  doubt by th e  suggestion  th a t  tru e  C h r is tia n  b e l ie f ,  which 
she a lso  p ro fe s se s , i s  in  f a c t  a n t i th e t ic a l  to  a r i g i d  c la s s  s t ru c tu re .  
Her sense o f  s e l f  has been p red ic a ted  upon th e  n o tio n  th a t  r e l ig io n  and 
so c ia l c la s s  are in te rco n n ec ted , and th a t  she i s  among th e  e le c t ,  both 
s p i r i tu a l ly  and s o c ia l ly .  Her m ental d iscu ss io n s  w ith  Jesus about h e r 
c lass  s ta tu s  show how c lo se ly  r e la te d  are  h e r C a lv in is t ic  r e l ig io u s  v is ­
ion and her n e o -a r is to c ra t ic  s o c ia l views. S o c ia l e l i t i s m  becomes her 
metaphor fo r  a s im p lis tic  and s e lf -c e n te re d  eschato logy  when th e  rad io  
b la res  out one o f h e r fa v o r i te  hymns and she f i l l s  in  the  l a s t  l in e :
"And wona th ese  days I  know I ' l l  w e-era crown" (p. 1*90). L a te r , th e  
radio  p lay s  a more e g a l i ta r ia n  song, and although she d o e sn 't  know th e  
words, she allow s i t s  message to  b o ls te r  her sense o f nob lesse o b lig e :
^Hendin, p . 121.
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"Mrs. Turpin d id n 't  ca tch  every word bu t she caught enough to  agree w ith  
the s p i r i t  o f  th e  song and i t  tu rn ed  her thoughts sober. To help  any­
body ou t th a t  needed i t  was h e r philosophy o f  l i f e .  She never spared 
h e rse lf  when she found somebody in  need, whether they  were w hite o r 
black, tra s h  o r  decent" (p . 1*97). This s e l f - a p p ra is a l  i s  in  s ta rk  con­
t r a s t  to  her sneering  a t t i tu d e  toward th e  poorer people a c tu a lly  p re se n t 
with her in  th e  room. I t  a lso  c o n tra s ts  w ith h e r a ttem pts to  v is u a l iz e  
the p re c ise  n a tu re  o f an e l i t i s t  s o c ia l  o rd er she im p l ic i t ly  accep ts . 
Unable to  account f o r  such anom alies as b lack d e n t is ts  and la n d  owners, 
she re so lv es  th e  dilemma by re s o r t in g  to  th e  u lt im a te  f a s c i s t  so lu tio n  
to so c ia l d iso rd e r : "U sually by th e  time she had f a l l e n  asleep  a l l  th e
c lasses  o f people were m oiling  and ro i l in g  around in  h e r head, and she 
would dream they  were a l l  crammed in  to g e th e r in  a  box c a r , being ridden  
o ff to  be p u t in  a gas oven" (p . 1*92).
When Mrs. T u rp in 's  im p l ic i t  b e l ie f  in  s o c ia l  o rd e r i s  sh a tte re d  
by the  co lleg e  g i r l ' s  i r r a t i o n a l  behav io r, she i s  fo rced  to  f in d  ano ther 
source o f o rd e r  to  determ ine h e r s e l f - id e n t i t y .  That she i s  incapab le 
of f a l l in g  back upon an in n e r o rd e r i s  c le a r  from h e r response, which 
is  to  look around the  room ra th e r  than  in to  h e r s e l f .  A fte r th e  a t ta c k , 
the s to ry  abounds in  images of see ing , as Mrs. T u rp in 's  s e lf -d is p la c e ­
ment i s  r e f le c te d  in  h e r m icroscopic and te le s c o p ic  v is io n . Her in n e r 
s ta te  i s  f u r th e r  m irro red  in  th e  s u r r e a l i s t i c  metaphor o f a dream o f 
p a ra ly s is , which in d ic a te s  th a t  she i s  lo s in g  a l l  cap a c ity  to  cope w ith 
the o u ts id e  world even in  th e  most b as ic  way, by making p h y s ica l co n tac t 
with o b je c ts  and people around h e r : "she f e l t  l ik e  some one try in g  to
catch a  t r a i n  in  a dream, when every th ing  moves in  slow motion and th e  
f a s te r  you t r y  to  run th e  slow er you go" (p . 500). She i s  ou t o f touch
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with her own body: "Mrs. Turpin f e l t  e n t i r e ly  hollow  except f o r  her
h e a r t which swung from s id e  to  s ide  as i f  i t  were a g i ta te d  in  a  g re a t 
empty drum o f f le s h "  (p . 500) j and she cannot reach  ou t to  Claud be­
cause her a t te n t io n  i s  drawn i r r e s i s t a b ly  to  th e  g i r l .  That Hendin i s  
co rre c t in  c a l l in g  th e  g i r l  Mrs. T u rp in 's  "demonic double"'’ i s  supported  
by th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  g i r l  "knew her in  some in te n se  and p e rso n a l way, 
beyond tim e and p la ce  and cond ition"  (p. 500). Time, p la c e , and espe­
c ia l ly  co n d itio n  are  th e  very co rn ers to n es  o f  Mrs. T u rp in 's  se lf-im ag e , 
the facade she uses to  in s u la te  h e r r e a l  s e l f  from th e  chaos o f th e  o u t­
side w orld. That th e  g i r l ' s  message appeals to  Mrs. Turpin on a p lane  
beyond th ese  th in g s  in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  message has a ttack e d  her from 
w ith in , and thus h e r e f f o r t s  to  elude her r e a l  s e l f  are  o f no a v a i l .
The message, th a t  Mrs. Turpin i s  "an o ld  w art hog" from h e l l ,  rep u d i­
a tes h e r fe e l in g  th a t  she has been saved both s p i r i t u a l l y  and s o c ia l ly ,  
thereby crushing  th e  ego which had been p ro je c te d  on th e  b a s is  o f th i s  
dual e le c tio n .
When th e  Turpins leave th e  d o c to r 's  o f f ic e  Mrs. Turpin continues 
to look o u ts id e  o f h e r s e l f  f o r  some means o f  coun tering  th e  s e l f - d i s ­
placement caused by th e  g i r l ' s  message. Her i n a b i l i t y  to  f in d  e x te rn a l 
order i s  r e f le c te d  in  th e  way in  which she now views th e  dom esticated  
landscape:
The land  sloped  g ra c e fu lly  down through a  f i e l d  d o tted  w ith  lavender 
weeds and a t  th e  s t a r t  o f th e  r i s e  t h e i r  sm all yellow  frame house, 
w ith  i t s  l i t t l e  flow er beds sp read  ou t around i t  l i k e  a  fancy  apron, 
s a t  p rim ly  in  i t s  accustomed p la ce  between two g ia n t h ickory  t r e e s .  
She would n o t have been s t a r t l e d  to  see a b u rn t wound between two 
blackened chimneys, (p . 5 0 2 )
H endin, p . 127.
96
Wounded w ith in  h e r s e l f ,  Mrs. Turpin p ro je c ts  h e r  h u r t ,  h e r  d iso rd e r , on­
to  th e  o u ts id e  w orld. At home, she a ttem pts to  s leep  (p . 502) ;  she 
looks to  h e r  husband fo r  so lace  (p . 503); and she t r i e s  to  e s ta b l is h  
meaningful co n tac t w ith  th e  b lack hands (p . 501;). But each a ttem pt to  
re -o rd e r th e  w orld i s  a f a i l u r e ,  because each d ea ls  w ith  th in g s  o u ts id e  
the s e l f ,  w hile th e  problem i s  w ith in . F in a lly  Mrs. Turpin re so lv e s  to  
meet th e  enemy on h is  own grounds, v i s i t i n g  th e  p ig  p a r lo u r  to  f in d  
out the  answers to  th e  q uestions  about who and what she i s :  "How am I
a hog and me both? How am I  saved and from h e l l  too?" (p . 506). The 
very te rn s  o f th e  q uestions  in d ic a te  th a t  she s t i l l  m a in ta in s  r ig i d  and 
extreme o p tions f o r  th e  s e l f :  e i th e r  she i s  th e  re sp e c ta b le  and decent
Mrs. Turpin o r she i s  a p ig ; she i s  e i th e r  saved o r  s a ta n ic .  Her 
image o f s o c ia l  o rd e r  i s  c a s t  in  th e  same term s as always; she s t i l l  
b e lieves th e re  i s  a la d d e r, a h ie ra rc h y , even i f  she must occupy th e  
bottom rung: "C a ll me a hog again . From h e l l .  C a ll me a w art hog from
h e l l .  Put th a t  bottom r a i l  on to p . T h e r e 'l l  s t i l l  be a top and bottom"
(p. 507).
Mrs. T u rp in 's  f i n a l  v is io n  o f  e a r th ly  o rd e r i s  in  f a c t  one o f 
chaos only  p a r t i a l l y  o rdered . The s to ry  c a re fu l ly  p rep ares  th e  way fo r  
the v is io n , as i t  shows th e  c h a ra c te r  to  be s u ffe r in g  a g radual break­
down o f h e r  o ld  r i g i d  p re -co n cep tio n s . Mrs. T u rp in 's  d e te r io ra t in g  emo­
tio n a l s ta t e  i s  p a r a l le le d  by the  ra p id ly  encroaching dusk, as th e  sun­
l i g h t 's  in t e n s i ty  b rin g s  about a heigh tened  in te n s i ty  o f consciousness 
and o f v is io n  (pp. 507-08). The c h a ra c te r , who has been on th e  verge 
of h a llu c in a tio n , i s  now ready to  d is c a rd  her view o f th e  world as funda­
m entally  dichotomous as she addresses th e  d iv in e  in  th e  p o rc in e , demand­
ing o f God some s ig n  o f power and id e n t i ty :  "A f i n a l  surge o f fu ry  shook
her and she ro a red , 'Who do you th in k  you a r e ? '"  (p . 507). But th e  nex t 
l in e  rev e rse s  th e  question  to  a  more im portan t co n s id e ra tio n , as th e  
words echo back to  th e  q u es tio n e r: "The questio n  . . . re tu rn e d  to  her
c le a r ly  l ik e  an answer from beyond th e  wood" (pp. 507-08). Who Mrs. 
Turpin th in k s  she i s  i s  th e  s to iy 's  c e n tra l  concern; and i t  i s  only  
when she ceases to  th ink  in  term s o f  d iv ine  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  h e r s o c ia l  
e litism  th a t  she can begin to  know who and what she i s .
The c ru c ia l  passage about th e  answer coming to  Mrs. Turpin from 
beyond th e  woods has le d  c r i t i c s  to  see th e  s to ry  as an e x p l ic i t  s ta t e ­
ment about th e  workings of grace in  n a tu re .^  Ignoring  th e  wording o f  
the phrase " th e  question  . . . re tu rn e d  to  h e r c le a r ly  l i k e  an answ er," 
most c r i t i c s  have considered  "the  answer" to  be Mrs. T u rp in 's  ensuing 
v is io n . But th e  v is io n  comes on ly  a f te r  th e  c h a ra c te r  p e rce iv es  two 
images from th e  r e a l  w orld, and th e se  images a re  c ru c ia l  to  an under­
standing of Mrs. T u rp in 's  im agined v e rs io n  o f  s o c ia l and e sc h a to lo g ic a l 
o rder. The f i r s t  image i s  th a t  o f her husband 's tru c k , which becomes 
fo r h e r a symbol o f  human f r a i l t y  and v u ln e ra b i l i ty :  "A t in y  tru c k ,
C laud 's , appeared on th e  highway, heading ra p id ly  ou t o f s ig h t .  I t s  
gears scraped th in ly .  I t  looked l i k e  a c h i ld 's  to y . At any moment a 
b igger tru ck  m ight smash in to  i t  and s c a t te r  C lau d 's  and th e  n ig g e rs ' 
b ra ins a l l  over ihe road" (p . 508). This sense o f human sm allness echoes 
an e a r l i e r  image o f the sun overlooking the  scene " l ik e  a farm er in ­
specting  h is  hogs" (p. 507). In  th e  la rg e r  scheme o f th in g s , th e se  im­
ages suggest, th e  human s o c ia l  o rd e r i s  in s ig n i f ic a n t ,  f o r  Claud, the  
b lacks, th e  p ig s ,  and Mrs. Turpin are  a l l  eq u a lly  m inute. For every
^See Eggenschw iler, p . Wij Feeley , p . 153; W alters, p . 112; 
and D risk e ll and B r i t ta in ,  pp. 131-32.
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person, o b je c t,  and c re a tu re , th e re  i s  ano ther around th e  n ex t bend 
w aiting to  s c a t te r  i t s  b ra in s .
Threatened by th i s  image o f  f r a i l t y ,  Mrs. Turpin n ex t fa c e s  
another when she looks a t  the  p ig s  she has been to rm enting . Looking 
"as i f  through the  very h e a r t  o f m ystery ,"  as i f  "she were absorbing 
some abysmal l i f e - g iv in g  knowledge," she f in d s  in  th e  p ig  pen th e  an­
t i th e s i s  o f th e  e a r l i e r  image o f weakness and is o la t io n :  "They had
s e t t le d  a l l  in  one co m er around th e  o ld  sow who was g run tin g  s o f t ly .
A red  glow su ffu sed  them. They appeared to  p an t w ith  a s e c re t  l i f e "
(p. 508). What she sees i s  a group o f c re a tu re s  gathered  in  a common 
bond o f mutual p ro te c tio n  and com fort from an o u ts id e  th r e a t ,  h e r s e lf .  
The p ig s have no consciousness o f o rd e r o r  h ie ra rc h y , o f e le c tio n  o r 
damnation; only an in s t i n c t  f o r  k in sh ip  and su rv iv a l . These q u a l i t i e s  
are l o s t  when th e  s o c ia l  o rd er i s  r ig id ly  determ ined by c la s s  s ta tu s ;  
and th e  in d iv id u a l cannot su rv ive  whose s e l f  i s  p re d ic a te d  upon th i s  
a r t i f i c i a l  o rd e r.
P repared  by th e se  images o f weakness through i s o la t io n ,  and o f 
s treng th  through community, Mrs. Turpin rece iv es  her u ltim a te  v is io n  o f 
so c ia l o rd e r. Not a la d d e r, th e  c e n tra l  image i s  th a t  o f a  swinging 
b ridge, ever in  m otion. The heaven to  which i t  reaches accep ts a l l  
comers, inc lud ing  "whole companies o f w h ite - tra s h , . . . bands o f black 
n ig g e rs , . . . and b a ta l l io n s  o f f re a k s  and l u n a t i c s ,11 and f in a l ly  "the 
t r ib e  o f people" to  which she and Claud belong. This s t a r t l i n g  image 
shows humanity f re e d  from th e  re p re ss iv e  fo rc e s  o f th e  super-ego, o f 
"good o rder and common sense and re sp e c ta b le  b eh av io r,"  as they proceed 
"shouting and clapping  and leap in g  l ik e  f r c g s ."  I t  i s  the  a n t i th e s is  
of th e  image o f th e  boxcar o f people r o l l in g  toward th e  ovens of fascism
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in  the name o f  s o c ia l  o rd e r. I t  p re se n ts  Mrs. Turpin w ith a new e s- 
chatology, and by in fe ren ce  w ith a new socio logy : '’e le c tio n "  i s  a myth;
a l l  a re  c a lle d  and a l l  a re  chosen. The p u rg a to r ia l  f i r e s  o f th e  v is io n  
burn away only  th e  a c c id e n ta ls  o f c la s s  s ta tu s ,  no t th e  e s s e n t ia ls  o f 
the human co n d itio n . Thus, th e  " v ir tu e s"  o f th e  w hite p ro te s ta n t  e le c t ,  
the s o c ia l and c u l tu r a l  d iffe re n c e s  which s e t  them a p a r t from th e  m asses, 
are burned away.
In  Chapter Two I  showed how th e  main c h a ra c te rs  of "G reen lea f,” 
"The D isplaced P erson ,"  and "A C irc le  In  The F ire "  su f fe r  breakdowns of 
the s e l f  because they  f a i l  to  r e la te  on a human le v e l  w ith le s s  fo r tu n ­
a te  c h a ra c te rs . Mrs. May, Mrs. Cope, and Mrs. M cIntyre a re  a l l  widowed 
farm owners w ith b lack and w hite help  to  oversee , and a l l  a re  d iso r ie n te d  
when la rg e r  fo rc e s  impinge upon th e i r  concepts of s o c ia l o rd e r. Each 
of these  s to r ie s  con ta in s th e  image o f  the  c a t t l e - c a r  of humanity as a
c h a ra c te r 's  metaphor fo r  th e  chaos which r e s u l t s  from th e  lack  o f  a
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c le a r ly  defined  s o c ia l  and r a c i a l  c la s s  s t ru c tu re ,  and in  each s to ry  
the main c h a ra c te r  i s  defea ted  when h e r r ig id  acceptance o f c la s s  iden­
t i t y  lead s  to  a d e n ia l o f  deeper human values and im pulses. They define  
themselves by what they own and no t by who they  a re . Thus, th e i r  iden­
t i t y  fo rce s  them to  cu t them selves o f f  from those who lack  what they  have 
by id e n tify in g  those  o th e rs  as " t r a s h ,"  as "n ig g e rs ,"  o r as fo re ig n e rs .
But by la b e ll in g  o th e rs  as o u ts id e rs ,  they  are  in  f a c t  p lac in g  them selves 
ou tside a human sphere o f v a lu es, thereby  committing what i s  in  O 'Connor's
n
Eggenschwiler (p . k2) no tes  th e  recu rrence  o f th i s  image, but 
m istakenly sees i t  as an in d ic a tio n  th a t  what th e se  c h a ra c te rs  f e a r  i s  
th a t a f a s c i s t  o rder w i l l  be imposed upon so c ie ty . I  th in k  th e  r e a l  
fe a r  the  image rd v ea ls  i s  th a t  which th e  f a s c i s t  had, namely th a t  r a c ia l  
and c la ss  d iso rg a n iz a tio n  w i l l  le a d  to  s o c ia l  chaos.
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world th e  u ltim a te  s in .  That th e  s in  of denying a n o th e r 's  humanity 
harms th e  s e l f  more than  the  o th e r i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by Mrs. S h o r tle y 's  
stroke and by Mrs. M cIn ty re 's  p a ra ly s is .  N either can cope w ith th e  
knowledge th a t  G u izac 's  in n a te  a b i l i t y  i s  more in te g r a l  to  h is  iden­
t i t y  than h is  e th n ic  o r ig in .  S im ila r ly , th e  i r r e p r e s s ib le  v i t a l i t y  of 
the G reenleafs and th e  undeniable longing  f o r  home o f th e  Powell boy 
destroy th e  very foundations o f Mrs. May's and Mrs. Cope's psyches.
This, th e se  s to r ie s  suggest, i s  in e v i ta b le ,  f o r  th e  s o c ia l  la d d er i s  
an image o f i l lu s o r y  o rd e r. I t  i s  never f ix e d , bu t s h i f t s  w ith the  
fo rces o f s o c ia l  change and crumbles when i t  c o n f l ic ts  w ith compelling 
human needs. Thus, when th e  s e l f  becomes r ig id  by f ix in g  upon th i s  
image as though i t  were permanent, th e  ensuing c o n f l ic t  fragm ents th e  
ch arac ters  who have no deeper s e lf -d e f in in g  v a lu es .
k
One o f th e  more n o ticeab le  fe a tu re s  o f  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n a l  world 
i s  i t s  t o t a l  lack  o f  anything resem bling a s a t is fy in g  sexual r e la t io n ­
ship. Of h e r sex u a lly  aware c h a ra c te rs  two are  nymphomaniacs, one a 
d ir ty  o ld  man, one a compulsive fo rn ic a to r ,  one a f a i l e d  se d u c tre ss , and 
one a v ic tim  o f homosexual ra p e . When sexual in te ra c t io n s  a re  d e a lt  
with e x p l ic i t ly ,  and they  r a r e ly  a re , human s e x u a li ty  i s  reduced a t  i t s  
best to  th e  clumsy m otions o f an ad o lescen t, and a t  i t s  w orst to  th e  
le v e l o f a d i r ty  jo k e . Because so many o f h e r c h a ra c te rs  a re  a f f l i c te d  
with tw is te d  bod ies, and because her f ic t io n  seems to  t r e a t  se x u a lity  
as though i t  were a debasement o f humanity, some c r i t i c s  have re fe r re d
Q
to her v is io n  as J a n s e n is t ic ,  and o th e rs  as Manichean. But th e re  i s
Q
M iles O rv e ll, In v is ib le  Parade (P h ila d e lp h ia : Temple Univ.
P ress, 1972), pp. 22, 59, n o te s  th a t  O'Connor had a "tem peramental a f -
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a tremendous r is k  o f confusing th e  f i c t i o n a l  w orld w ith  th e  w r i te r 's  
world-view. The f a c t  i s  th a t  O'Connor was w ritin g  about a world imbued 
with Manichean p r in c ip le s .  There i s  a d u a l i ty  o f body and s p i r i t  in  
her works because h e r c h a ra c te rs  see such a  d u a l i ty ,  and n o t n ecessar­
i ly  because she d id . Indeed, i t  can be sa id  th a t  th e  fundam ental ta sk  
of the  ty p ic a l  O'Connor c h a ra c te r  i s  to  achieve u n ity  o f s e l f  in  the 
face o f  tremendous odds: he o r  she must go a g a in s t th e  g ra in  o f th e
e n tire  t r a d i t io n  o f C a lv in is t ic  P ro te s ta n tism  o r J a n s e n is t ic  C atholicism  
i f  he o r  she i s  to  see th e  s e l f  as an in te g r a l  whole, and n o t as a co l­
le c tio n  o f c o n f lic tin g  p a r t s .  Because she d ea ls  so o f te n  w ith  charac­
te r s  whose w orld-views a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  Manichean, one would have to  
g rant th a t  O 'Connor's own v is io n  was a f fe c te d  by th e  J a n s e n is t ic  b ia s  
of her I r i s h  C atholic ism . However, th e  s tru g g le s  she has h e r c h a ra c te rs  
experience in  t h e i r  v ario u s  quests  to  become whole suggest th a t  she 
h e rs e lf  was u nw illing  to  m ain ta in  a s t r i c t l y  d u a l i s t ic  view o f human 
id e n t i ty .
Because c h a ra c te rs  accept an im p lic i t  d iv is io n  o f th e  s e l f  in to  
good and bad p a r ts  o r ten d en c ie s, th e  problem of human s e x u a li ty  and i t s  
im p lica tio n s  fo r  th e  s e l f  i s  t r e a te d  most commonly in  th e se  s to r ie s  in  
terms o f c h a ra c te rs ' re p re ss io n  o f th e  sexual d r iv e . Mrs. May and Nel­
son are  two cases in  p o in t .  Her d e n ia l o f th e  c re a tiv e  l i f e  fo rc e s  
rep resen ted  by th e  b u l l 's  o v e rt s e x u a li ty  i s  h e r  a ttem pt to  p reserv e  
her f a s t- fa d in g  o rd e r from th e  p o te n t ia l  chaos o f p ro c re a tio n . S im ila r­
ly ,  N elson 's  r e s is ta n c e  to  th e  tem ptation  to  embrace th e  b lack  woman and 
h is  re so lv e  to  s ta y  ou t o f th e  c i ty  a re  v ic to r ie s  o f th e  super-ego in
f i n i t y  w ith  Jansenism ." See a lso  Hendin (pp. 62-96), who sees through­
out A Good Man I s  Hard.To Find stro n g  Manichean te n d en c ie s . Eggenschwil- 
er (p . 112^ ap p lie s  th e  te rm ,a lth o u g h  in  a q u a l if ie d  sense.
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i t s  attem pt to  p ro te c t  th e  s e l f  from g e t tin g  “lo s t "  in  th e  dark tu n n e ls  
of the  l ib id o .  This k ind  o f continued emphasis upon th e  re p re ss io n  of 
the  sex d riv e  accounts to  a la rg e  degree f o r  th e  c h a ra c te r s ' i n a b i l i t y  
to develop in to  balanced a d u lt s e lv e s . Denying th a t  they  are  sexual 
beings, o r  unable to  f in d  ap p ro p ria te  o u t le t s  f o r  th e i r  sexual en e rg ie s , 
they remain on ly  p a r t i a l l y  human, o r become g ro tesq u e ly  d is to r te d  in to  
c a r ic a tu re s  o f humanity.
An e a r ly  work, "The C rop ,” d ea ls  w ith  a would-be w r ite r  o f 
gothic romance f i c t i o n  whose la ck  o f sexual expression  has doomed her 
to  an ex is ten ce  in  which th e  only  r e a l  v i t a l i t y  i s  th a t  which she im­
agines. The c h a ra c te r  has two se lv e s : th a t  o f th e  r e a l  Miss W ille rto n ,
a fo rty -o n e  y ear o ld  s p in s te r  whose l i f e  ven tu res are  to  c lean  th e  ta b le  
and to  shop fo r  g ro c e r ie s ; and th a t  of th e  f i c t io n a l  " W il l ie ," e a r th -  
mother and w ife o f a nobly savage sh are -c ro p p er. As a  w r i te r ,  Miss 
W illerton  i s  c le a r ly  drawn to  male c h a ra c te rs  who embody th e  sexual 
energy she la c k s : “g re a t t a l l  fe llo w s"  (p . 3U), " th e  I r i s h !  . . . f u l l
of s p i r i t —re d -h a ire d , w ith broad shou lders and g re a t ,  drooping mus­
taches" (p . U l), and e s p e c ia lly  Lot Mottum, who becomes h e r im aginary 
lo v er:
Lot would be t a l l ,  stooped, and shaggy but w ith  sad eyes th a t  made 
him look l i k e  a gentleman in  s p i te  o f h is  re d  neck and b ig  fumbling 
hands. H e'd have s t r a ig h t  te e th  and, to  in d ic a te  he had some s p ir ­
i t ,  red  h a i r .  His c lo th e s  would hang on him bu t h e 'd  wear them 
n onchalan tly  l ik e  they  were p a r t  o f h is  sk in . (p . 37)
But th e  super ego i s  s tro n g  and f irm ly  im planted, and Miss W ille rto n  i s  
sexually  co n stra in ed  even in  h e r w ritin g : "She liked  to  w rite  p a ss io n a te
scenes b e s t o f a l l ,  b u t when she came to  w rite  them, she always began 
to  f e e l  p e c u l ia r  and to  wonder what th e  fam ily  would say when they  read  
them" (p . 36).
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The s to ry  c o n tra s ts  th e  images o f f e r t i l i t y  from Miss W ille r­
ton 's  s to ry  w ith in  a s to ry  ( r a in ,  crop , baby, f lo w e rs ) , w ith  th e  
crumbs on th e  k itch en  ta b le  and th e  p u l l e t  eggs a t  th e  g ro c e r 's ,  images 
of the  s t e r i l i t y  o f h e r r e a l  l i f e .  But th e  n a r ra t iv e  makes i t  c le a r  
th a t  th e  s t e r i l i t y  o f th e  r e a l  world i s  as much a  fu n c tio n  o f the char­
a c te r 's  im agination  as i s  th e  f e r t i l i t y  o f h e r f i c t i o n a l  w orld. Be­
cause she has in v e s te d  a l l  he r v i t a l i t y  in  an imagined e x is te n c e , an 
u n a tta in a b le  id e a l ,  she i s  incapab le  o f f in d in g  any v i t a l i t y  in  th e  
r e a l  w orld. The d u l l ,  o rd e r ly , and s t e r i l e  fam ily  w ith  which she l iv e s  
causes h e r  to  see d u lln e ss  and s t e r i l i t y  even in  a  w orld which in  f a c t  
teems w ith l i f e :
A ll around her i t  was th e  same— sidew alks f u l l  o f  people scu rry ing  
about w ith  th e i r  hands f u l l  o f l i t t l e  packages and th e i r  minds f u l l  
o f  l i t t l e  packages—th a t  woman th e re  w ith th e  c h ild  on th e  le a sh , 
p u ll in g  him, je rk in g  him, dragging him away from a window w ith  a 
ja c k -o - la n te m  in  i t ;  she would probably  be p u ll in g  and je rk in g  
him th e  r e s t  o f h e r l i f e .  And th e re  was ano ther, dropping a shop­
p ing  bag a l l  over th e  s t r e e t ,  and another wiping a c h i ld 's  nose, 
and up th e  s t r e e t  an o ld  woman was coming w ith th re e  g randch ild ren  
jumping a l l  over h e r , and behind than  was a couple walking too 
c lo se  f o r  refinem en t, (p . ij.1)
Because they f a l l  sh o rt o f h e r rom antic id e a l  she p e rce iv es  th e se  genera­
tio n s  o f people as s tu p id , in an e , s ic k ly , and u g ly . I r o n ic a l ly ,  th e  
man she sees i s  a r e a l - l i f e  v e rs io n  o f  th e  id e a liz e d  Lot she lo v e s:
"The man was long and wasted and shaggy. His shou lders were stooped and 
the re  were yellow  knots along th e  s id e  o f  h is  la rg e ,  red  neck. His hands 
fumbled s tu p id ly  w ith th e  g i r l ' s  as they  slumped along and once o r  tw ice 
he sm iled s ic k ly  a t  h e r  and Miss W ille rto n  could see th a t  he had s t r a ig h t  
te e th  and sad eyes and a ra sh  over h is  forehead" (p . 1:1). Miss W ille r­
ton cannot accept th e  yellow  knot and th e  ra sh , th e  in e v ita b le  im perfec­
tio n s  o f th e  human body. Consequently she re p re sse s  h e r sexual a t t r a c ­
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t io n s ,  channeling  them in to  h e r  f i c t i o n .  Im agin ing  h e r s e l f  to  be L o t 's  
w ife , she tu rn s  h e r s e l f  i n to  a  v i r t u a l  p i l l a r  o f  s a l t  by le a d in g  a 
l i f e  devoid  o f  human c o n ta c t .
In  "A Temple o f th e  Holy G host” O'Connor r e tu r n s  to  th e  is s u e  
of b o d ily  im p e rfe c tio n  and i t s  im pact upon th e  s e l f .  D ealing  as i t  
does w ith  an a d o le sc e n t C a th o lic  g i r l ' s  i n i t i a t i o n  in to  th e  w orld  o f 
sexual knowledge, t h i s  s to ry  serves to  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  a u th o r 's  sense  o f 
the  s e l f  a t  a  s ta g e  o f developm ent when s e x u a l i ty  i s  a t  once a  m ost 
im portan t d e te rm in an t o f p e rs o n a l i d e n t i t y  and th e  sou rce  o f  much am­
b iv a len ce  about t h a t  i d e n t i t y .  T his c h a r a c te r 's  r e l i g io n  i s  a n o th e r 
im portan t sou rce  o f  s e l f - i d e n t i t y ;  and th e  c o n f l i c t  betw een r e l i g io u s  
t r a in in g  and se x u a l aw areness i s  g r e a t ,  a s  she a tte m p ts  to  o rd e r  th e
chaos o f  h e r  se x u a l awakening th rough  th e  a b s t r a c t  symbolism o f  th e
o
C ath o lic  C h u rch 's  te a c h in g s  about th e  In c a r n a t io n . The s ta n d a rd  c r i t ­
i c a l  re a d in g  o f th e  s to ry  se e s  th e  g i r l ' s  f i n a l  v is io n  o f  th e  sun as an 
e le v a te d  H ost drenched in  b lood  as O 'C onnor's  a f f i rm a t io n  o f  th e  c h u rc h 's  
teach in g  t h a t  th e  human body i s  "a tem ple o f th e  Holy G host” and t h a t  
C h r i s t 's  I n c a rn a tio n  r e s to r e d  to  th e  human body th e  sac re d n e ss  i t  had
o
The g i r l ' s  am bivalence abou t th e  human body r e f l e c t s  a s p l i t  
between th e  o f f i c i a l  C a th o lic  te a c h in g  t h a t  th e  body i s  in  f a c t  "a  tem­
p le  o f th e  Holy G host” because  C h r is t  assumed numan form to  e x p ia te  th e  
s in  o f Adam, and th e  more p e rv a s iv e  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l i e f  t h a t  concup is­
cence re n d e rs  th e  body a  p i t f a l l  and a  t r a p ,  a  p r is o n  which h in d e rs  
the  s e l f  from  a t t a in in g  i t s  t r u e  d e s tin y , s a lv a t io n  th rough  th e  s o u l 's  
escape from  th e  body. A r e l i g io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  d e r iv e d  from  th e  f i r s t  
view would see  th e  In c a rn a tio n  as  th e  c e n t r a l  e v en t o f  C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  
while t h a t  which d e r iv e s  from  th e  l a t t e r  would see  th e  C ru c if ix io n  and 
R esu rre c tio n  as th e  c e n t r a l  e v e n ts . An in d iv id u a l  whose p e rs o n a l id e n ­
t i t y  d e r iv e s  from th e  f i r s t  view  would l o g ic a l l y  ac ce p t th e  body as an 
in te g r a l  p a r t  o f th e  s e l f ,  w h ile  one who m easures th e  s e l f  a g a in s t  th e  
l a t t e r  view w i l l  in e v i ta b ly  s u f f e r  from a  s p l i t  w ith in  th e  s e l f ,  as he o r 
she m ust s tru g g le  to  d e fe a t  in n a te ly  human f o rc e s  and f e e l in g s .  The g i r l  
of t h i s  s to ry  i s  such a p e rso n . Her iconography  fo c u se s  upon martyrdom 
and th e  C ru c if ix io n , w h ile  th e  In c a rn a tio n  rem ains f o r  h e r  an a b s tr a c ­
t io n .
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l o s t  in  Adam's f a l l . ^  But the  s to r y 's  imagery in d ic a te s  th a t  th i s  
v is io n  does no t re so lv e  f o r  th e  c h a ra c te r  th e  problem o f her own bod­
i l y  id e n t i ty  and th a t  o f o th e rs . She f a i l s  to  come to  term s w ith  the  
knowledge th a t  her own body i s  n e i th e r  sacred  nor p ro fane; and because 
her re lig io u s  b e l ie f  p re se n ts  he r w ith j u s t  th e se  two o p tio n s , she i s  
l e f t  w ith no r e a l  means o f determ ining how h e r new-found sexual aware­
ness a f f e c ts  her id e n t i ty  as a human s e l f .  Her re l ig io u s  v is io n  i s  
a b s tra c t,  and she cannot adapt i t  to  th e  concre te  r e a l i t y  o f h e r own 
flawed body and of th e  bod ily  u g lin e ss  she see s .
The unnamed g i r l  of th e  s to ry  i s  shown to  be an o u ts id e r  when 
her o ld e r cousins come to  v i s i t .  Because they  a re  two y ea rs  f u r th e r  on 
in  th e i r  development in to  sex u a lly  aware women, they  condescend to  her 
as a mere c h i ld .  She in  tu rn  a s s e r ts  h e r se lf-w o rth  by viewing them 
and a l l  th e  o th e rs  as fo o lis h  and, more to  th e  p o in t ,  as ug ly . Through 
her eyes th e  n a r ra to r  d esc rib es  each o th e r member o f th e  household, em­
phasizing  th e i r  p h y s ica l im p erfec tio n s . Her own fa c e  i s  c h a ra c te riz e d  
by " fa t  cheeks" and braces which "g la red  l i k e  t i n , "  bu t to  compensate 
fo r  her fe e l in g s  o f exclusion  she f ix e s  upon th e  u g lin e ss  o f o th e rs , 
to  the  ex ten t th a t  p h y sica l flaw s become fo r  h e r a  symbol o f th e  p ro fan ­
i t y  of th e  human body. Her need f o r  acceptance causes her to  embrace
the phrase th e  g i r l s  have le a rn ed  a t  school: "I am a Temple of th e  Holy
Ghost, she sa id  to  h e r s e l f ,  and was p leased  w ith  th e  ph rase . I t  made
her f e e l  as i f  someone had given her a p re sen t"  (p . 238). But th e  ab­
s t r a c t  r e l ig io u s  concept i s  in s u f f ic i e n t  to  meet h e r needs, and i s  in ­
com patible w ith th e  r e a l i t y  of th e  m arred "tem ples" she sees around h e r.
^ S e e  Eggenschw iler, pp. 23, 2hs W alters , pp. 80, 81; D risk e ll 
and B r ita in ,  pp. 73> lb> and F eeley , pp. 135-138.
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Thus, she day-dreams o f h e r s e l f ,  f i r s t  as war hero and then  as m artyr 
(pp. 239, 2I4.O), g iv ing  h e r s e lf  th e  im portance she la c k s  in  r e a l  l i f e  and 
purging the  body o f i t s  flaw s. S ig n if ic a n t ly ,  p a r t  o f her f i r s t  dream 
has her re je c t in g  the  m a r i ta l  advances of th e  Wilkens boys: her id e a l
i s  to  be wanted and to  be c e l ib a te .  Her fa s c in a tio n  w ith th e  image o f 
her own martyrdom, and her f ix a t io n  upon th e  image o f C h ris t "on the  
long journey  to  Calvary, crushed th re e  tim es on th e  rough c ro ss"  (p.
2lil:), are  her imagined means o f making sacred  th e  human body, which she 
has found to  be p ro fane . R ather than  accept the  body as a "tem ple," as 
in h e re n tly  good, she focuses her a t te n tio n  upon th e  imagined p ro fan a tio n  
of the  tem ple, upon the  b od ily  im perfection  o f o th e rs , and upon th e  sym­
bolic  means o f purging th e  body o f i t s  flaw s: to r tu r e  and martyrdom.
Thus, in  her a ttem pts to  v is u a liz e  C h r is t,  she i s  more drawn to  the  cru­
c if ix io n  than to  images o f the  In ca rn a tio n .
When th e  g i r l  le a rn s  o f th e  side-show freak  and h ears  th a t  the  
hermaphrodite has in s is te d  upon acceptance o f h is  co n d itio n  because "God 
made me th isa w ay ," she i s  fo rced  to  re-exam ine th e  "tem ple o f the  Holy 
Ghost" d o c trin e  in  the  l i g h t  o f th i s  new r e a l i t y ,  th i s  in c a rn a te  union 
of male and fem ale id e n tit ie s .  Her f i r s t  response i s  to  dream o f th e  s id e ­
show as a B ib le -b e lt v e rs io n  of th e  B enediction se rv ice  she i s  to  a tten d  
the fo llow ing day. The m ock -ritu a l she dreams of accom plishes what the  
re a l B enediction i s  supposed to  do: i t  affirm s th e  r e a l i t y  o f bod ily
id e n ti ty  and c a l l s  f o r  acceptance o f th a t  aspect o f th e  human s e l f ,  even 
i f  i t  i s  flaw ed. But in  th e  dream th e  g i r l  f in d s  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  v is u a l­
ize  the  fre a k , more e a s ily  p ic tu r in g  th e  dour-faced  P ro te s ta n t worship­
pers , th e  re p re ss iv e  fo rc e s  who w il l  ev en tu a lly  shut down th e  show. Thus, 
the dream perm its th e  g i r l  to  re so lv e  th e  is su e  o f bod ily  id e n t i ty  in  an
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a b s tr a c t  m anner, by couching i t  in  term s o f  an extrem e symbol o f  human 
b o d ily  im p e rfe c tio n . She can ac ce p t th e  herm aphrod ite  as a  "tem ple o f 
th e  Holy G h o st,"  b u t has y e t  to  t e s t  th e  d o c tr in e  a g a in s t  th e  u g ly  r e a l ­
i t y  o f peop le  she can se e . I t  i s  im p o rta n t t h a t  th e  g i r l  n ev er se es  th e  
f re a k , t h a t  she m erely  h e a rs  t h a t  i t  e x i s t s .  She i s  fo rc e d  to  im agine 
what i t  i s  l i k e ,  and in  th e  p ro c e ss  makes i t  in to  an a b s t r a c t io n ,  a  sym­
bol o f a l l  human im p e rfe c tio n . Thus, h e r  tre a tm e n t o f  th e  id e a  o f  th e  
herm aphrodite  r e f l e c t s  th e  way in  which h e r  r e l ig io u s  t r a in in g  h as  ta u g h t 
her to  d e a l w ith  a l l  o f  r e a l i t y :  between h e r s e l f  and r e a l i t y  she p la c e s  
an a b s t r a c t  symbology. She seeks to  re s o lv e  th e  am bigu ity  o f  h e r  own 
sexual i d e n t i t y  ty  draw ing a  connection  between h e r s e l f ,  th e  f r e a k ,  and 
the  d o c tr in e  t h a t  th e  human body i s  a  tem ple o f  th e  Holy G host. Her 
problem i s  t h a t  she cannot dw ell upon th e  r e a l i t y  f o r  lo n g , f o r  t h a t  
would mean a c ce p tin g  Alonzo and h e r  c o u sin s  as  " tem ples"  a s  w e ll .  There­
fo re  she c o n tin u a l ly  r e t r e a t s  to  h e r  im agined w orld , to  a  p la c e  where 
r e a l  im p e rfe c tio n s  a re  d is so lv e d  by im agined t o r t u r e s ,  by p a in le s s  mar­
tyrdom, and by sym bolic c ru c i f ix io n .
B efore and d u rin g  th e  a c tu a l  B en ed ic tio n  s e rv ic e  th e  g i r l  con­
f ro n ts  th e  problem  once a g a in . B efore th e  s e rv ic e  she f in d s  h e r s e l f  an­
noyed by th e  p h y s ic a l  p resen ce  o f  two o th e r  c h a ra c te r s :  A lonzo, whom
she had hoped "would sm ell b e t t e r  on Sunday b u t d id  n o t"  (p . 2U7), and 
"a b ig  m oon-faced nun" whose embrace she avo ids a lthough  " th ey  had a 
tendency to  k i s s  even homely c h i ld r e n ."  She i s  s t i l l  b o th e re d  by th e  
p h y s ic a l p r o fa n i ty  o f  h e r s e l f  and o th e r s  u n t i l  a f t e r  p ray in g  "m echanical­
ly "  in  church th e  g i r l  jo in s  in  h e r  mind th e  C h u rch 's  symbol f o r  human 
b o d ily  p e r f e c t io n  and c h a s t i ty  ( th e  Host) and th e  embodiment o f human 
im p erfec tio n  and se x u a l am biguity  ( th e  H erm aphrod ite): " . . . when th e
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p r ie s t  r a is e d  th e  m onstrance w ith  th e  Host sh in ing  iv o ry -co lo red  in  th e  
cen ter o f  i t ,  she was th in k in g  o f th e  te n t  a t  th e  f a i r  th a t  had th e  
freak  in  i t .  The f re a k  was saying , ' I  d o n 't  dispute h i t .  This i s  th e  
way He wanted me to  b e '"  (p . 2i*8). At t h i s  moment her f e e l in g  about th e  
human body most approaches a ff irm a tio n , bu t i t  i s  s t i l l  a b s t r a c t ,  s t i l l  
couched in  teim s of symbols. Therefore th e  fe e l in g  passes when they  
leave th e  chapel and she i s  given a v iv id  rem inder o f th e  need fo r  r e ­
demption through bod ily  to r tu r e ,  as a nun swoops down and engu lfs her 
in  th e  robes o f ce lib ac y , "mashing th e  s id e  of h e r face  in to  th e  c ru c i­
f ix  h itch ed  onto h e r b e l t"  (p . 21*8). Her n ex t co n tac t w ith Alonzo shows 
th a t  she has no t changed h e r h a b i t  of focusing  upon the  p ro fa n ity  o f the 
human body: "the  c h ild  observed th ree  fo ld s  o f f a t  in  th e  back o f  h is
neck and noted th a t  h is  e a rs  were p o in ted  almost l ik e  a p ig 's "  (p . 21*8). 
F in a lly , a f te r  fe a r in g  th a t  th e  side-show  has been shut down, th a t  th e  
issu e  o f human im perfec tion  has been brushed aside  by s o c ie ty 's  re p re s ­
sion o f i t s  symbol, th e  g i r l  im agines in  n a tu re  ano ther symbol, r e v e r t ­
ing to  an iconography of martyrdom to  re so lv e  fo r  h e r s e lf  th e  is su e  of 
bodily  id e n t i ty :  "The sun was a huge red  b a l l  l i k e  an e lev a te d  Host
drenched in  blood and when i t  sank ou t o f s ig h t ,  i t  l e f t  a l in e  in  the  
sky l ik e  a  red  c lay  road  hanging over th e  tr e e s "  (p . 21*8).
This f i n a l  image jux taposes th e  C hurch 's symbol o f th e  Incarna­
tio n  w ith imagery o f c ru c if ix io n . I t  suggests th a t  the  g i r l  has y e t to 
a t ta in  a balance between sexual knowledge and se lf-a c c e p ta n c e . Through­
ou t, the s to ry  emphasizes her in a b i l i ty  to  v is u a l iz e  the  f re a k , in  sh o rt 
her in a b i l i ty  to  come to  term s w ith th e  union of male and fem ale sexual­
i t y .  Her c h a r a c te r i s t ic  response i s  to  f i x  her thoughts upon v is io n s  of 
bod ily  to r tu r e ,  sim ultaneously  d en ig ra tin g  the  body as profane and ag­
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grandizing th e  s e l f  by seeing  martyrdom as a p o ss ib le  means of a t ta in in g  
sacredness. Thus, when she fu se s  a  symbol o f  human b o d ily  w orth, the 
Host, w ith  an image o f p u rg a tio n , she b e tra y s  a  con tinu ing  ambivalence 
about her own b o d ily  id e n t i ty ,  and th a t  o f o th e rs .  Her ambivalence 
stems from h e r need to  see th e  body as e i th e r  sacred  o r  p ro fan e , and from 
her consequent i n a b i l i t y  to  accept as "tem ples" th e  bod ies of her cous­
in s , Alonzo, Cheatam, and h e r s e l f .  U n til she can develop a b od ily  s e l f -  
concept which in c lu d es  acceptance o f p h y s ica l flaw s as human, r a th e r  
than damnation o f them as p ro f a n i t ie s ,  she has l i t t l e  chance o f a t t a in ­
ing a h ea lth y  and balanced se lfhood . Her rev u ls io n  from th e  p h y s ica l 
and her p ious f ix a t io n  upon the  s p i r i t u a l  a re  m a n ife s ta tio n s  of th e  
same k ind  o f d is so c ia te d  view o f w orld and s e l f  which were shown to  have 
turned Miss W ille r to n 's  ex isten ce  in to  a mean and s t e r i l e  r e a l i t y  broken 
up only by o ccasio n a l escapes in to  a fan ta sy  w orld.
While "A Temple of th e  Holy Ghost" concerns i t s e l f  w ith s e l f -  
id e n ti ty  and th e  human body, "The Comforts o f Home" d ea ls  w ith sexual 
id e n ti ty  in  a d i f f e r e n t  sense, i t s  main concern being th e  impact of so­
c ie ty 's  sexual ro le  models upon th e  in d iv id u a l s e l f .  The main c h a ra c te r , 
Thomas, i s  v i r t u a l ly  para lyzed  by h is  in a b i l i ty  to  be th e  k ind  o f  male 
h is  f a th e r  was; and h is  e n t i r e  world-view  i s  th rea ten ed  when he f in d s  
th a t th e re  i s  more to  fem ale s e x u a li ty  than h is  m o th e r 's  dom estic v i r ­
tue . Thomas's rep ea ted  in a c tio n  throughout th e  s to ry , and h is  i r r a t i o n ­
a l ac tio n  a t  th e  end, are  th e  e f f e c ts  of a la ck  o f harmony and balance 
among th e  v a rio u s  components of h is  p e rs o n a li ty .  This im balance r e ­
s u lts  from Thomas's in a b i l i t y  to  f in d  a sexual id e n t i ty  based on anything 
o ther than h is  f a t h e r 's  b ru te  fo rc e , which he has r e je c te d  in  fav o r of 
a brand o f r a t i o n a l i ty  which i s  so removed from th e  human sphere as to
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be incom patible w ith  any expression  o f s e x u a li ty .
The s to ry  opens w ith an image o f  th e  s e l f  under a s s a u l t ,  beg in - . 
ning a m o tif which continues throughout: "Rage gathered  throughout
Thomas's la rg e  frame w ith  a s i l e n t  ominous in te n s i ty ,  l ik e  a mob assem­
b lin g ” (p . 383). S ig n if ic a n t ly ,  the  " a s sa u lt"  i s  from w ith in ; and as 
the s to ry  unwinds i t  becomes c le a r  th a t  Sarah Ham's b la ta n t  s e x u a lity  
th rea ten s  Thomas m ainly because i t  s t r ik e s  an in n e r chord: "Thomas 
f e l t  a deep unbearable lo a th in g  fo r  h im se lf , as i f  he were tu rn in g  slow­
ly  in to  th e  g i r l "  (p . 383). He has e s ta b lish e d  a c e r ta in  o rder f o r  h is  
l i f e ,  which he c a l l s  h is  moral stance ; and when th e  g i r l ' s  sexual a l ­
lurem ents prove in im ic a l to  th a t  o rder he brands them as demonic fo rc e s , 
much as he sees h is  m o ther's  emotions as d e v i l is h ,  because they  le ad  
her to  an excess o f v i r tu e .  Thomas's se lf-im age depends upon h is  a b i l ­
i ty  to  o rder chaos, which i s  a n im a lis tic  and s a ta n ic ,  and la rg e ly  em­
bodied in  fem ales. This se lf-im age i s  a p tly  cap tu red  in  th e  image o f 
him backing th e  g i r l  ou t o f  h is  bedroom, "holding th e  c h a ir  in  f r o n t  of 
him l ik e  an animal t r a in e r  d r iv in g  ou t a dangerous c a t ,"  and in  th e  next 
in s ta n t speaking w ith  h is  m other, "the c h a ir  s t i l l  l i f t e d  in  f ro n t  o f 
him as i f  he were about to  q u e ll another b e a s t"  (p . 381*). To combat th e
a ssa u lt upon h is  m o ra lity , Thomas looks to  what he sees as th e  two male
p r in c ip le s  of o rd e r, f i r s t  h is  own r a t i o n a l i ty ,  and second h is  f a th e r 's
brute fo rc e . But Thomas's moral o rder i s  in  f a c t  a sham; what he pos­
sesses and wants to  p rese rv e  are  th e  com forts of h is  sa fe  and c e l ib a te  
home, symbolized by th e  o b je c ts  w ith  which he in s u la te s  h im se lf from 
human co n ta c t: th e  b la n k e t, th e  ty p e w rite r , th e  den, and th e  house i t ­
s e l f ,  a l l  o f which a re  "as p e rso n a l as th e  s h e l l  of a t u r t l e ,  and as 
necessary" (p . 393). When h is  r a t i o n a l i ty  proves in s u f f ic i e n t  to  save
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these  symbols o f o rd e r, he r e s o r ts  to  h is  f a t h e r 's  brand o f o rd e r , ob­
j e c t i f i e d  by th e  gun.
Each o f th e  fo u r c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  s to ry  embodies a  p a r t ic u la r  
human cap ac ity : reason  (Thomas), compassion (h is  m other), power (h is
f a th e r ) ,  and l ib id o  (Sarah Ham). Thomas's reason  f a i l s  him as an o rd er­
ing p r in c ip le  because i t  i s  no t in te g ra te d  w ith  th e se  o th e r human func­
tio n s . Because he sees human c a p a c it ie s  as sexual t r a i t s ,  Thomas can­
not e s ta b l is h  an equ ilib rium  between h is  reason  and th e  s t i r r i n g s  of 
the l ib id o .  The one i s  a male p r in c ip le ,  th e  o th e r  fem ale, and h is  s e l f ­
hood i s  p re d ic a te d  upon th i s  a n t i th e s i s .  Because h is  m o ra lity  i s  p u re ly  
r a t io n a l ,  i t  allow s no b a s is  fo r  ac tio n  in  human spheres which inc lude  
emotional as w ell as i n t e l l e c tu a l  im pulses. Thus, th e  s to ry  abounds 
with images of in a c tio n  and o f f l i g h t ,  th e  c h a r a c te r i s t ic  responses of 
the a ssa u lte d  s e l f  when i t  la ck s  th e  s tre n g th  to  confron t th e  demons of 
a fe a r- r id d e n  im agination . Thomas i s  incapab le  even o f f l i g h t ;  he can­
not leave behind th e  se c u r ity  of h is  e l e c t r i c  b la n k e t. Thus he makes 
a l a s t  s tand  in  th e  f o r t r e s s e s  o f  m asculine id e n t i ty :  th e  den and h is
inviolate bedroom. When th e  g i r l  e n te rs  th e se  two domains, try in g  to  
seduce him in  th e  bedroom and s te a l in g  the  gun from th e  den, Thomas i s  
forced  to  choose between th e  two extreme op tio n s  he has l e f t  h im se lf: 
p a ra ly s is  o r v io le n t  a c tio n . In  succumbing to  th e  l a t t e r  he l i t e r a l l y  
loses h im self by becoming an agent o f h is  f a t h e r 's  co rru p t and amoral 
rep ress io n . Impotence o r murder and symbolic rape (p lac in g  th e  gun in  
the g i r l ' s  pu rse  a t  th e  behest of h is  f a t h e r 's  im age): th e se  become th e
sexual choices fo r  th e  s e l f  when reason and compassion a re  a r t i f i c i a l l y  
separated  as male and fem ale t r a i t s ,  thereby  becoming so in s u b s ta n t ia l  
as to  be swept away by th e  s tro n g er fo rc e s  o f u n b rid led  power and l ib id o .
112
The c lo s in g  scene shows how a  s e lf - im a g e  i s  p e rc e iv e d  by o th e r s  
when t h a t  image i s  b lu r r e d  by a la c k  o f  fo cu s  w ith in  th e  s e l f .  The 
p o in t  o f  view  s h i f t s  a b ru p tly , l im i t in g  i t s e l f  to  t h a t  o f  th e  s h e r i f f ,  
whose p e rc e p tio n s  a re  in f lu e n c e d  by h i s  l u r i d  e x p e c ta tio n s  and by h i s  
own se lf - im a g e  as  a m ale p o w er-w ie ld e r. F a r e b r o th e r 's  a n a ly s is  o f  th e  
c lo s in g  ta b le a u  ty p e s  Thomas as im m oral, much as Thom as's s e lf -c o n c e iv e d  
m oral s ta n c e  had le d  him to  type  Sarah Ham as  b e in g  am oral. B efore F a re ­
b ro th e r  a r r i v e s ,  Thomas f i r e s  th e  gun a t  Sarah Ham, in a d v e r te n t ly  k i l l i n g  
th a t  o th e r  sou rce  o f  fem ale d is o r d e r ,  h i s  m o ther. The s to r y  makes i t  
c le a r  t h a t  Thomas now se e s  th e  gun as th e  o n ly  so u rce  o f  o rd e r  l e f t  to  
him: "Thomas f i r e d .  The b l a s t  was l i k e  a  sound m eant to  b r in g  an end
to  e v i l  in  th e  w orld . Thomas h e a rd  i t  as a sound t h a t  would s h a t t e r  th e  
la u g h te r  o f  s l u t s  u n t i l  a l l  s h r ie k s  were s t i l l e d  and n o th in g  was l e f t  
to  d is tu rb  th e  peace o f p e r f e c t  o rd e r"  (p . . But in s te a d  o f o rd e r ,
the  gun b r in g s  t r u e  chaos, as Thom as's "m o ra lity "  i s  seen  by F a re b ro th e r  
as immoral:
The s h e r i f f ' s  b ra in  worked i n s t a n t l y  l i k e  a c a lc u la t in g  m achine.
He saw th e  f a c t s  as i f  th e y  were a lre a d y  in  p r i n t :  th e  fe l lo w  had
in te n d e d  a l l  a long  to  k i l l  h i s  m other and p in  i t  on th e  g i r l .  But 
F a re b ro th e r  had been too  quick  f o r  him. They wexe n o t y e t  aware 
o f  h i s  head i n  th e  d o o r. As he s c r u t in iz e d  th e  scen e , f u r th e r  in ­
s ig h ts  were f la s h e d  to  him. Over h e r  body th e  k i l l e r  and th e  s l u t  
were about to  c o lla p s e  in to  each o t h e r 's  arm s. The s h e r i f f  knew a 
n a s ty  b i t  when he saw i t .  (p . UOii)
Thomas has a tte m p te d  to  impose a f a l s e  o rd e r  upon what he se e s  as  th e  
chaos o f  human im p u lses; and upon t h i s  o rd e r  he h as  based  h i s  s e l f -  
image. The t r u e  chaos o f  t h i s  l a s t  scene u n d e rsc o res  th e  p o t e n t i a l  de­
s tru c t iv e n e s s  o f  such an a tte m p t, as  i t  shows how re a so n  a lo n e , o r  com­
p a ss io n  a lo n e , a re  no m atch f o r  u n b r id le d  power and sex d r iv e s .  In  a 
d iv ided  s e l f ,  th e  r a t i o n a l  f a c u l ty ,  i s o l a te d  from a  m oral p r in c ip le ,  can
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p rov ide  o n ly  th e  i l l u s i o n  o f  o rd e r , an i l l u s i o n  t h a t  i s  e a s i ly  s h a t te r e d  
by some o f  th e  more f o r c e f u l  demands o f  th e  l ib i d o .
Thomas, M iss W il le r to n , and th e  g i r l  i n  "A Temple o f  th e  Holy 
Ghost" a l l  have one th in g  in  common; each wants to  deny th e  s e l f  sex­
u a l  resp o n se  as a  means o f  r e l a t i n g  to  o th e r s .  In  f a c t ,  each u ses  sex­
u a l  i d e n t i t y  as a  means o f r e t r e a t  from  o th e r s ,  as  a  way o f  de te rm in in g  
no t u n i ty  b u t d iv is io n .  But th e  lo a th in g  th e y  f e e l  a t  th e  b o d ily  p re s ­
ence o f  o th e r s  i s  sym ptom atic o f  a  k in d  o f s e l f - l o a th i n g ,  a  f e e l in g  t h a t  
because th e  human s e l f  i s  embodied, i t  i s  to  be escaped , th rough  romance 
w r i t in g , th rough  daydreams o f  martyrdom and hero ism , o r  th rough  h i s t o r ­
i c a l  r e s e a rc h  in  th e  s a f e ty  o f a den o f  c e lib a c y .
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There a re  two moments in  O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n  which c a p tu re  th e  
b e s t and th e  w o rst p o s s i b i l i t e s  f o r  th e  in d iv id u a l  s e l f  i n  r e l a t i o n  to  
o th e r  p e o p le . The f i r s t ,  th e  g ran d m o th er 's  f r e e  and spontaneous recog ­
n i t io n  o f  k in s h ip  w ith  th e  M is f i t ,  makes o f  h e r  a  "good woman," a  f u l l y  
r e a l iz e d  s e l f  f o r  th e  f i r s t  and l a s t  tim e in  h e r  l i f e .  T h is  f u ln e s s  o f  
s e l f  i s  m arked, p a ra d o x ic a l ly , by an absence o f  s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s . The 
s e l f ,  i n  s h o r t ,  i s  n o t r o le -p la y in g ;  b u t r a t h e r  a c tin g  o u t i t s  i n s t i n c t s  
and im pu lses w ith o u t m o tiv e , u l t e r i o r  o r  s u p e r io r .  The second e v e n t,
Mr. H ead 's d e n ia l  o f k in sh ip  w ith  N elson , le a v e s  him devo id  o f  a sense  
o f s e l f .  H is a c t io n ,  t o t a l l y  s e lf -c o n s c io u s  and m a n ip u la tiv e  o f  th e  o th ­
e r ,  underm ines w hatever fa m ily  f e e l in g  had e x is te d  between th e  two.
These examples show t h a t  in  O 'C onnor's  w orld s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  i s  r e l a t e d  
to  k in sh ip  w ith  o th e r s ;  and s e l f - l o s s  to  i s o l a t i o n  from  o th e r s .  Through­
out h e r  f i c t i o n ,  i n  f a c t ,  th e  concep t o f fa m ily  becomes a  m etaphor f o r  
a l l  s o c ia l  i n te r p la y ;  and th e  deg ree  to  which c h a ra c te r s  a t t a i n  a  s tro n g
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sense o f s e l f - i d e n t i t y  i s  de term ined  by th e  degree  to  which th e y  a t t a i n  
fam ily  i d e n t i t y .
In  a  number o f  s t o r i e s ,  O'Connor h a s  c h a ra c te r s  r e ly  upon th e  
e x te rn a l  a s p e c ts  o f fam ily  i d e n t i t y  to  d e f in e  t h e i r  in d iv id u a l  se lfh o o d . 
In  th e se  c a se s , fam ily  i s  u s u a l ly  im p o rta n t as an in d ic a to r  o f  c la s s .
Mrs. Chestny i s  th e  m ost obvious example; h e r  sense  o f who she i s  i s  
narrow ly  c ircu m sc rib ed  by he r nom inal i d e n t i t y  as  one o f  th e  Godhighs, 
a once i l l u s t r i o u s  G eorgia fa m ily . So too  in  v a ry in g  degrees do Cal­
houn 's  au n ts  in  "The P a r t r id g e  F e s t i v a l , "  M rs. Tilman i n  "Why Do The 
Heathen Rage?" and Mr. F o rtu n e  in  "A View o f  th e  Woods" have t h i s  no­
t io n  th a t  fa m ily  name i s  a  s u f f i c i e n t  token  o f i d e n t i t y  to  s u s ta in  th e  
s e l f  th rough s o c ia l ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  o r  p e rs o n a l u p h e a v a ls . These s to r i e s  
have a b u i l t - i n  d ram atic  te n s io n  as such c h a ra c te r s  as J u l i a n ,  W alter 
Tilman, Calhoun, and Mary F ortune  P i t t s  seek  to  r e - d e f in e  them selves by 
disavowing th e  p u re ly  nom inal fam ily  i d e n t i t y .  T h e ir  m is fo rtu n e  i s  to  
f in d  th a t  th ey  have n o th in g  w ith  which to  re p la c e  fa m ily  name; t h e i r  
r e je c t io n  o f th e  v a lu e s  which had c h a ra c te r iz e d  t h e i r  f a m i l ie s  becomes 
a s e l f - d e f in in g  s ta n c e , and th ey  have no in d iv id u a l  v a lu e s  n o r any sense  
o f fam ily  which tra n sc e n d s  th e  p u re ly  nom inal.
O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n  p la c e s  s e lv e s  in  th e s e  two extrem e p o s i t io n s  
in  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  fa m ily : one can e i t h e r  hang on to  an a n a c h ro n is t ic
sense o f  o n e 's  fam ily  name as a d e te rm in an t o f  o n e 's  own i d e n t i t y ,  o r 
one can r e j e c t  fam ily  i d e n t i t y  o u t r ig h t ,  and w ith  i t  a l l  sense  o f  k in sh ip  
w ith o th e r s .  O'Connor red u ces  fam ily  r e la t io n s h ip s  to  empty f o r m a l i t i e s  
o r to  b i t t e r  power s t r u g g le s ;  and th e  consequent s e l f - i d e n t i t i e s  a re  
e i t h e r  cardboard  masks o r  p a in f u l ly  won badges o f  i s o l a t i o n  from  o th e r s .  
The comic b ic k e r in g  between Mr. Head and N elson i s  d i f f e r e n t  on ly  in  de-
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gree from  th e  more d e s t r u c t iv e  b a t t l e s  between J u l i a n  and h i s  m other; 
and th e s e  a re  bo th  sem inal v e rs io n s  o f  th e  u l t im a te ly  f a t a l  s t ru g g le  be­
tween Mr. F o rtune  and h i s  g ran d d au g h te r. In  a l l  c a ses  th e  s e l f  i s  some­
how th re a te n e d  by a s s e r t io n s  o f  i d e n t i t y  by a n o th e r  fa m ily  member. The 
p a t te rn  o f  r e l a t io n s h ip  which e x is t s  in  The V io le n t Bear I t  Away between 
o ld e r  c h a ra c te r s  and younger fa m ily  members becomes th e  commonest p a t ­
te rn  o f  fa m ily  i n te r a c t io n  in  O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n :  th e  o ld e r  member
d e s p e ra te ly  needs th e  younger member to  r e - in f o r c e  h i s  o r  h e r  i d e n t i t y  
by assuming to  as g r e a t  a  degree  as p o s s ib le  t h a t  v e ry  i d e n t i t y .  Thus, 
Old T arw ater i n s i s t s  t h a t  Young T arw ater d e fin e  h im se lf  by assum ing th e  
burden o f  th e  o ld  m an 's p ro p h e tic  m is s io n ; and R a y b e r 's  u rg e  to  drown 
Bishop i s  p a r t i a l l y  in s p i r e d  by B ish o p 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  become R a y b e r 's  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  image and l ik e n e s s ,  j u s t  a s  Mr. F o rtu n e  i s  d r iv e n  to  k i l l  
Mary when she r e fu s e s  to  become h is  a l t e r - e g o .  The concep t o f  fa m ily , 
th en , becomes f o r  many o ld e r  c h a ra c te r s  a  medium f o r  n a rc is s is m ;  and 
f o r  many younger c h a ra c te r s  i t  i s  shown to  be th e  u l t im a te  nem esis as 
they  seek to  d e f in e  them selves as  in d iv id u a ls .
But th e s e  o p tio n s  a re  n o t  th e  o n ly  ones o f f e r e d  in  O 'C onnor's  
f i c t i o n .  Such f a m i l ie s  as  th e  G re e n le a fs , th e  Freem ans, and th e  P i t t s  
a re  ev idence  t h a t  th e  in d iv id u a l  can th r iv e  w ith in  th e  c o n te x t o f th e  
fam ily , and t h a t  th e  essen ce  o f  th e  fa m ily  ex p e rien c e  need n o t be a  power 
s tru g g le . These c h a ra c te r s  fu n c t io n  as  f o i l s  and as  a n ta g o n is ts  f o r  th e  
main c h a ra c te r s ,  who a re  u s u a l ly  on th e  b r in k  o f  p e r s o n a l i ty  break-dow ns 
and who, n o t by c o in c id e n c e , a re  o f te n  in  c o n f l i c t  w ith  members o f  
t h e i r  own f a m i l ie s .  For in s ta n c e ,  M rs. M ay's i n a b i l i t y  to  f i n d  a  co­
h e re n t s e lf - c o n c e p t  i s  bo th  m irro re d  in  and e x a c e rb a te d  by th e  c o n s ta n t 
b ic k e r in g  betw een h e r s e l f  and h e r  so n s , Wesley and S c o f ie ld .  The p e t t i ­
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ness  and s t e r i l i t y  o f  th e  May fa m ily  i s  c o n tr a s te d  w ith  th e  a b i l i t y  o f  
the  G re en lea fs  to  f l o u r i s h ,  bo th  in d iv id u a l ly  and as a  fa m ily . But 
r a th e r  th a n  a c ce p t a  w h i te - t r a s h  fa m ily  as a model f o r  h e r s e l f ,  M rs.
May sees th e i r  success as a r e s u l t  o f her own e f f o r t s ,  and consequently  
as another example o f th e  cosmic in ju s t ic e  being done to  h e r: ’’Over the
years they  had been on h e r p la c e , Mr. and Mrs. G reenleaf had aged hard ly  
a t a l l .  They had no w o rrie s , no r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s .  They liv e d  l i k e  the  
l i l i e s  o f th e  f i e l d ,  o f f  th e  f a t  th a t  she s tru g g led  to  p u t in to  the  
land" (p . 319). The s tr ik in g  c o n tra s t  between O.T. and E.T. G reenleaf 
and Wesley and S co fie ld  May i s  n o t, as Mrs. May would have i t ,  th e  r e ­
s u l t  o f  c la s s  d is t in c t io n s ;  bu t r a th e r  i t  d e riv es  from th e  c o n tra s tin g  
senses o f k in sh ip  e x h ib ite d  by th e  fo u r sons. The same c o n tra s t  e x is ts  
elsewhere in  O’C onnor's f i c t io n ,  most n o tab ly  in  "Good Country P eo p le ,"  
between Hulga and th e  h ea lth y  and happy daughters o f Mrs. Freeman.
By hav ing  th e  grandm other a t t a i n  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  in  a  moment 
of re c o g n it io n  o f  k in s h ip  w ith  someone o u ts id e  th e  f a m ily , in d eed  w ith  
a p e rso n  who h as  j u s t  m urdered h e r  e n t i r e  fam ily  and who i s  re p u te d  to  
have k i l l e d  h i s  own f a t h e r ,  O 'Connor makes h e r  m ost r a d i c a l  and m ost r e ­
v e a lin g  s ta te m e n t abou t th e  s e l f  in  r e l a t i o n  to  o th e r s .  Simply p u t ,  h e r  
s ta te m e n t can reduce  i t s e l f  to  a r a th e r  innocuous r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  th e  
n o tio n  t h a t  a l l  men a re  b r o th e r s ,  t h a t  th e  human ra c e  i s  in  f a c t  a  fam­
i l y .  But in  th e  l i g h t  o f  ev en ts  th ro u g h o u t h e r  f i c t i o n ,  t h i s  s ta te m e n t 
tak es  on su b s ta n c e , a s  a c e n t r a l  theme o f  t h a t  f i c t i o n  i s  th a t  th e re  i s  
more th a n  j u s t  a m e ta p h o ric a l m eaning to  th e  concep t o f th e  human fam­
i l y .  Her f i c t i o n  a t ta c k s  th e  ve ry  n o tio n  o f  " o th e rn e s s "  as a b a s is  f o r  
s e l f - d e f in i t i o n ,  and i t  underm ines a l l  th e  s o c ia l  and c u l tu r a l  fo im s in ­
d iv id u a ls  u s e , n o t  to  r e l a t e  to  o th e r s ,  b u t to  r e t r e a t  from o th e r s .  F o r,
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th e  g ran d m o th er 's  ex p e rien ce  s u g g e s ts , a  r e t r e a t  from  o th e r s  i s  u l t im a te ­
l y  a  r e t r e a t  from  th e  s e l f ,  w ith  th e  converse  b e in g  e q u a lly  t r u e .  As 
the  n e x t c h a p te r  w i l l  show, v i r t u a l l y  every  moment o f p o s i t iv e  in s ig h t  
experienced  by O 'C onnor's  c h a ra c te r s  i s  i n  some se n se  a  re -e n a c tm e n t o f 
the  g ran d m o th er 's  v is io n }  and in  th e s e  moments o f  in s ig h t  O'Connor p r e ­
s c r ib e s  what i s  needed f o r  b a lan ced  se lfh o o d  and f o r  an in te g r a te d  so­
c ie ty .
CHAPTER IV
REVELATIONS OF THE SELF:
GRACE IN O'CONNOR'S WORLD
I n  th e  p rec e d in g  c h a p te rs  I  have examined th e  ways i n  which 
O 'C onnor's c h a ra c te r s  f a i l  to  ach ieve  t h e i r  p o t e n t i a l  as human s e lv e s  
and some o f  th e  rea so n s  f o r  t h i s  c o l l e c t iv e  f a i l u r e .  The ve ry  g r e a t  ex­
te n t  to  which h e r  f i c t i o n  d e a ls  w ith  t h i s  fundam ental human f a i l u r e  le d  
her e a r l i e s t  c r i t i c s  to  a s se s s  h e r  work as p e s s im is t ic ,  i f  n o t  m isan­
th ro p ic , b u t  w ith  tim e h e r  c r i t i c s  have come to  see i n  h e r  work a m ora l, 
indeed  a  r e l i g io u s  p u rp o se . Thus th e  work i s  now commonly h e ld  to  be 
o p t im is t ic ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  to  h o ld  o u t some hope f o r  th e  b e tte rm e n t o f th e  
b leak  human c o n d itio n  she d e s c r ib e s .  The s in g le  concep t m ost r e s p o n s i­
b le  f o r  th e  a b o u t-fa c e  i s  t h a t  o f g ra c e , a term  o f te n  u sed  by th e  au th o r 
in  h e r  com m entaries, and even more o f te n  used  by h e r  c r i t i c s .  In  v i r ­
t u a l ly  every  s to r y  th e re  o c c u rs  a moment o f ep iphany , a  f l a s h  o f in s ig h t  
to  th e  r e a d e r ,  and o f te n  to  th e  c h a ra c te r ,  which somehow e x p la in s  why 
th in g s  a re  so d e v a s ta t in g ly  wrong and in  some cases  su g g e s ts  a cou rse  
of a c tio n  which w i l l  make them r i g h t .  I t  has been assumed t h a t  th e s e  
moments r e p re s e n t  th e  w orkings of s u p e rn a tu ra l  g race  in  a f a l l e n  w orld . 
U n fo rtu n a te ly , th e  term  " g ra c e 11 has n ever been d e fin e d  by O 'Connor o r 
by h e r  c r i t i c s ,  and a sweeping use o f  th e  term  su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  p ro b ­




l o g ic a l .  I n  t h i s  c h a p te r  I  w i l l  examine a  number o f  th e s e  moments in  
o rd e r  to  d e f in e  th e  ex p e rien c e  o f g race  as i t  a f f e c t s  th e  c h a ra c te r s  in  
O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n a l  w orld . I n  so doing I  w i l l  show t h a t  t h e i r  problem s 
and s o lu t io n s  a re  th is - w o r ld ly ,  and t h a t  th e  m ost t e l l i n g  r e v e la t io n s  
d i r e c t  c h a ra c te r s  to  a f u l l e r  sense  o f them selves w ith in  a  human con­
t e x t .
Commenting upon some o f  h e r  own s t o r i e s ,  O 'Connor once made th e  
fo llo w in g  seem ingly  d e f i n i t i v e  rem ark abou t g rac e :
W hile p r e d ic ta b le ,  p red e te rm in ed  a c tio n s  have a comic i n t e r e s t  f o r  
me, i t  i s  th e  f r e e  a c t ,  th e  accep tance  o f  g race  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  th a t  
I  always have my eye on as th e  th in g  which w i l l  make th e  s to r y  
work. I n  th e  s to ry  "A Good Man I s  Hard To F in d ,"  i t  i s  th e  Grand­
m o th e r 's  r e c o g n it io n  th a t  th e  M is f i t  i s  one of h e r  c h i ld re n ;  in  
"The R iv e r ,"  i t  i s  th e  c h i l d 's  p e c u l ia r  d e s i r e  to  f in d  th e  kingdom 
o f  C h r is t ;  in  "The A r t i f i c i a l  N ig g e r ,"  i t  i s  what th e  a r t i f i c i a l  
n ig g e r  does to  r e u n i te  Mr. Head and N elson . None o f  th e s e  th in g s  
can be p r e d ic te d .  They r e p re s e n t  th e  w orkings o f  g race  f o r  th e  
c h a ra c te r s .^
In  my d is c u s s io n  o f  th e s e  th re e  and o th e r  w orks, I  w i l l  show t h a t  th e  
m o tiv a tin g  in s ig h t s  t h e i r  c h a ra c te r s  r e c e iv e  a re  e s s e n t i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t .  
Thus, lumping them to g e th e r  under th e  head ing  o f g race  can be d e c e p tiv e . 
I  w i l l  c o n tin u e  to  u se  th e  t e r n ,  b u t  on ly  as a  m etaphor f o r  th e  way in  
which th e  w r i te r  im p a rts  to  th e  c h a ra c te r ,  and f i n a l l y  to  th e  r e a d e r , 
e s s e n t ia l  in fo rm a tio n  abou t th e  w rongness o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  m oral s ta n c e  
cou rse  o f  a c t io n .  In  t h i s  se n se , "g race"  i s  an e x te n s io n  o f  th e  a r t -  
i s t - a s - c r e a t o r  m etaphor, w ith  th e  w r i te r  assum ing a  " P ro v id e n tia l"  r o le  
tow ard h e r  c r e a tu r e s .  By s t r e s s in g  th e  m etapho ric  v a lu e  o f th e  term  
g race , I  hope to  u n d e rp lay  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  th e o lo g ic a l  c o n n o ta tio n s  o f
^See, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  C a r te r  M a rtin , pp . 10l*-36, and F e e le y , pp . 6 ,
22.
O 'Connor, M ystery And M anners, pp. 115-16.
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th e  term , and show t h a t  th e  way in  which g race  i s  im p arted  in  O 'C onnor's  
w orld i s  p e r f e c t ly  c re d ib le  on a n a t u r a l i s t i c  p la n e .
I f  on one le v e l  th e  term  g race  m erely  d e s c r ib e s  a l i t e r a r y  s t r a t ­
egy, i t  shou ld  a lso  have a s p e c i f ic  meaning re g a rd in g  th e  p r e c i s e  n a tu re  
o f th e  knowledge im p arted . C e r ta in ly  th e  G randm other's r e a l i z a t i o n  th a t  
she has le d  h e r  fam ily  down th e  wrong ro ad  in  h e r se a rc h  f o r  an i l l u s o r y  
p a s t  i s  n o t an example o f g race  in  o p e ra t io n , a lthough  t h i s  r e a l i z a t i o n  
does concern h e r  r e l a t i o n  to  h e r  p h y s ic a l  and c u l tu r a l  su rro u n d in g s , and 
i t  i s  a n e c essa ry  s te p  tow ard h e r  r e o r i e n ta t io n  in  space and tim e . As 
I  w i l l  show in  t h i s  c h a p te r , th e  ex p e rien ce  o f g race  fo rc e s  a c h a ra c te r  
to  have an in s ig h t  in to  th e  e s s e n t ia l s  o f h i s  o r h e r  human c o n d it io n , 
and n o t in to  th e  a c c id e n ta ls  which a re  de te ra iined  by p h y s ic a l  and c u l­
t u r a l  v a r ia b le s .  The l a s t  c h a p te r  concluded w ith  a su g g e s tio n  th a t  O'Con­
n o r 's  f i c t i o n  i n s i s t s  t h a t  th e  r e c o g n itio n  o f  a r a d i c a l  bond among humans 
i s  a n e c essa ry  f i r s t  s te p  tow ard b a lan ced  se lfh o o d  f o r  in d iv id u a ls .  I n  
d e fin in g  h e r n o tio n  o f  g race  I  w i l l  p u rsue  t h i s  theme f u r th e r ,  showing 
th a t  th e  m ost com pelling  in s ig h t s  a t ta in e d  by h e r c h a ra c te r s  a re  th o se  
which re v e a l  a p o s i t iv e  model f o r  human beh av io r r a th e r  th an  n e g a tiv e  a s ­
p e c ts  o f a c h a r a c te r 's  p a r t i c u l a r  e x p e rien c e . They r e v e a l  an e x is t in g  
human i n s t i n c t ,  th e  i n s t i n c t  f o r  community. Her s to r i e s  show t h a t  t h i s  
i n s t i n c t  becomes obscured  when in d iv id u a ls  seek to  id e n t i f y  w ith  symbols 
of c u l tu r e ,  c a s te ,  r e l i g io n ,  o r i n t e l l e c t  which d i f f e r e n t i a t e  r a th e r  th an  
u n i te  p e o p le . Thus, when a c h a r a c te r 's  epiphany le a d s  to  se lf-know ledge  
or to  knowledge o f th e  s e l f  in  r e l a t i o n  to  God o r  to  th e  n a tu r a l  w orld , 
th e  experience  i s  a t  b e s t  only  p a r t i a l l y  redem ptive . I t  i s  r a r e ly  e f ­
f e c t iv e  i n  u n i t in g  th e  d iv id e d  s e l f ,  and o f te n  i t  d e s tro y s  o r  s e v e re ly  
l im i t s  th e  s e l f .  But when an epiphany le a d s  to  aw areness o f th e  s e l f
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in  r e l a t i o n  to  o th e r s ,  th e  c h a ra c te r  i s  g iven  th e  means to  a t t a in  s e l f -  
r e a l iz a t io n  in  th e  f u l l e s t  se n se .
2
A c o n d itio n  sh a red  by many o f  O 'C onnor's  c h a ra c te r s  i s  t h a t  o f 
extreme s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s , m a n ife s te d  in  a v a r i e ty  o f  a t t i t u d e s  ran g in g  
from s e l f - p i t y  to  s e lf -d e p r e c a t io n  to  se lf -a g g ra n d iz e m e n t. A c u rio u s  
r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  p e rv a s iv e  se lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s  i s  a concern  w ith  se lf - im a g e  
ra th e r  th an  a t te n t io n  to  p e rs o n a l s tr e n g th s  o r  v a lu e s . T y p ic a lly , a 
c h a ra c te r  w i l l  sense  a weakness o r  a wrongness about h im s e lf ; b u t  r a th ­
e r  th an  c o n fro n t th e  problem  th e  c h a ra c te r  w i l l  c o n s tru c t  a p u b lic  s e l f  
which d is g u is e s  th e  p resen ce  o f  th e  w eakness. The im m ediate r e s u l t  i s  
th e  type  o f  s e l f - d e f in in g  s ta n c e  d isc u sse d  in  c h a p te rs  two and th re e ;  
and th e  u l t im a te  r e s u l t  i s  th e  a n n ih i la t io n  o f  th e  s e l f  I  ta lk e d  about 
in  th o se  c h a p te rs . But i t  o f te n  happens t h a t  b e fo re  a  c h a ra c te r  i s  
crushed , he o r  she w i l l  be o f fe r e d  an in s ig h t  in to  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  
r e a l  s e l f .  The in s ig h t  s t r i p s  away p a r t  o f th e  c h a r a c te r 's  se lf - im a g e , 
a llow ing  s e lf -c o n s c io u s n e s s  to  b eg in  to  le a d  to  s e lf -a w a re n e s s . This 
i s  a n e c e s sa ry  s te p  in  th e  p ro ce ss  o f s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n ;  and a lthough  
th i s  k in d  o f  v is io n  o f te n  has a n e g a tiv e  im pact upon th e  c h a ra c te r ,  i t  
i s  th e  f i r s t  l e v e l  o f  g race  o p e ra tin g  in  O 'C onnor's  w orld .
When I  d isc u sse d  "The P a r t r id g e  F e s t iv a l"  in  C hap ter Two, I  n o ted  
th a t  th e  p r o ta g o n is t ,  Calhoun, e x h ib i te d  an o b se ss iv e  concern  w ith  h is  
p u b lic  image as " r e b e l - a r t i s t - m y s t i c . " T his concern  a l ie n a te s  Calhoun 
from th e  community and en ab les  him f o r  a tim e to  e lude  h i s  r e a l  s e l f .
But when an o b se ss io n  w ith  being  d i f f e r e n t  from  h is  tow nspeople le a d s  
Calhoun to  a c o n fro n ta tio n  w ith  th e  l iv in g  image o f  h i s  r e b e l l io n ,  S in­
g le to n 's  u t t e r  d e p ra v ity  f r ig h te n s  him away from c o n tin u in g  th e  search
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f o r  an emblem o f h i s  d i f f e r e n c e .  Calhoun, who h as  been to ld  t h a t  he 
looks "very  much l i k e  f a th e r "  (p . U22), has sought to  deny t h a t  fam ily  
l ik e n e s s ,  seek ing  k in sh ip  in s te a d  w ith  th e  accused  m u rd erer: “Though
h is  eyes were n o t m ism atched, th e  shape o f h i s  f a c e  was b road  l i k e  S in ­
gleton* s j b u t  th e  r e a l  l ik e n e s s  betw een them was i n t e r i o r "  (p . 1^23)- 
When th e  r e a l i t y  o f S in g le to n 's  a n im a lis t ic  b e h a v io r  shocks Calhoun 
and th e  g i r l  o u t o f  t h e i r  a tte m p ts  to  i d e n t i f y  w ith  him, th ey  f in d  th a t  
they  cannot n eg a te  t h e i r  k in sh ip  w ith  d e p ra v ity :  "They s a t  s i l e n t l y ,  
look ing  a t  n o th in g  u n t i l  f i n a l l y  th ey  tu rn e d  and lo oked  a t  each o th e r .  
There each saw a t  once th e  l ik e n e s s  o f  t h e i r  kinsm an and f l in c h e d .  They 
looked away and th en  back, as  i f  w ith  c o n c e n tra tio n  th ey  m ight f in d  a 
more t o le r a b l e  image" (pp. hh3, W i ) • At t h i s  p o in t  Calhoun se es  ano­
th e r  image o f  h im se lf  r e f l e c t e d  in  th e  g i r l ' s  g la s s e s ;  and i t  i s  th e  
image o f  h i s  f a t h e r 's  son, an image o f  th e  s e l f  he has been e lu d in g  in  
h is  g oa l o f becoming a  S in g le to n :
In  d e s p a ir  he lea n e d  c lo s e r  u n t i l  he was s topped  by a m in ia tu re  
v isa g e  which ro s e  in c o r r ig ib ly  in  n e r  s p e c ta c le s  and f ix e d  him 
where he was. Round, in n o c e n t, u n d is t in g u is h e d  as an i r o n  l in k ,  
i t  was th e  fa c e  whose g i f t  o f  l i f e  had pushed s t r a i g h t  fo rw ard  
to  th e  f u tu r e  to  r a i s e  f e s t i v a l  a f t e r  f e s t i v a l .  L ike a m aste r 
salesm an i t  seemed to  have been w a itin g  th e r e  from  a l l  tim e to  
c la im  him. (p. W ;)
By see in g  h im se lf  as k in  to  bo th  S in g le to n  and h i s  g ra n d fa th e r , th e  
r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  a n t i t h e t i c a l  f ig u r e s  o f  th e  community, Calhoun i s  g iven  
the  knowledge he needs to  r e - o r i e n t  h i s  a l ie n a te d  s e l f .  He se es  w ith in  
h im se lf  an a f f i n i t y  f o r  th e  e n t i r e  range o f  human v a lu e s  from n ih i l is m  
to  b o o ste rism ; and f o r  him to  embody th e  v a lu e s  he would choose as h i s  
own he m ust accep t t h a t  d u a l a f f i n i t y  r a t h e r  th an  p re te n d  he i s  above 
th e  b a se r  i n s t i n c t s  o f  h i s  tow nspeople . I f  th e  meaning o f  C a lhoun 's
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experience  i s  s t i l l  u n c le a r  to  th e  c h a ra c te r  h im s e lf , i t  i s  q u i te  c le a r  
to  th e  re a d e r :  k in sh ip  w ith  th e  v a r io u s  form s o f  good and e v i l  i s  an
e s s e n t ia l  c o n d itio n  o f  human se lfh o o d . And i n  o n e 's  a ttem p t to  be a 
good ( i . e .  f u l l y  r e a l iz e d )p e r s o n , one can e r r  d angerously  i f  th e  a t ­
tem pt i s  in  f a c t  to  appear to  be "a  good m an," som ething which O'Connor 
i n s i s t s  i s  h a rd  to  f in d .
Calhoun f in d s  a t  th e  end t h a t  by denying a f f i n i t y  w ith  th e  peo­
p le  o f h i s  town he has l e f t  h im se lf  pow erless to  cope w ith  e v i l s  he 
cannot e lude  because th ey  a re  a p a r t  o f h im s e lf . T raum atized  by S in g le ­
to n 's  d e p ra v ity  and by h i s  a ttem p ted  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  i t ,  he fo rs a k e s  
h is  a ttem p t to  b o l s t e r  h im se lf  as one who i s  above th e  com m ercial i n ­
s t i n c t s  o f th e  town. But he f in d s  t h a t  he has no r e a l  s e l f  to  p r o je c t .  
This r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  th e  s o l i t a r y  s e l f  i s  im po ten t i s  th e  f i r s t  l e v e l  
of g race  in  O 'C onnor's  w orld ; i t  i s  th e  a u th o r 's  n e g a tio n  o f  th e  ch a r­
a c t e r 's  a tte m p ts  to  a s s e r t  a  se lf - im a g e  which i s  somehow s u p e r io r  to  
the  c h a r a c te r 's  image o f  th e  c o l l e c t iv e  s e l f .  T h is  same sense  o f  u t t e r  
a loneness and p o w erlessn ess  i s  f e l t  by Hulga a f t e r  she i s  abandoned by 
the  b ib le  salesm an. H is f i n a l  m essage to  h e r  p e n e tr a te s  h e r  fac a d e  o f 
i n t e l l e c t u a l  s u p e r io r i ty ,  and im presses  upon h e r  th e  f a c t  t h a t  she i s  
r e a l ly  n o t so d i f f e r e n t  from  h e r  co u n try p eo p le : " . . .  you a i n ' t  so
sm art. I  been b e lie v in g  i n  n o th in g  ever s in c e  I  was b o rn ;"  and t h a t  
she i s  n o t u n iq u e , even in  h e r  v ic t im iz a t io n :  "One tim e I  g o t a woman's
g la s s  eye t h i s  way" (p . 291). E s s e n t i a l ly  th e  same th in g  happens to  
Hulga as happens to  Calhoun: h e r  s e lf - im a g e  as an i n t e l l e c t u a l  i s  a l ­
te r e d  by an e x p e rien ce  w ith  sh eer d e p ra v ity , and she i s  l e f t  w ith  an in ­
s ig h t  in to  h e r  t r u e  n a tu re .  She d isc o v e rs  t h a t  she i s  n o t immune to  th e  
e v i l  around h e r .  In  s p i t e  o f  h e r  r e b e l l io u s  s ta n c e , she can be v ic t im ­
12k
iz e d  by p e rso n s  o r  by fo rc e s  more pow erfu l th an  th e  in d iv id u a l .  F u r th e r ­
more, bo th  Hulga and Calhoun f in d  t h e i r  p l i g h t s  w orsened because th ey  
have c u t them selves o f f  from  w hatever human a id  th e y  m igh t have e n l i s te d  
to  r e l i e v e  them o f  th e  burden o f  s e l f - l o a th in g  th ey  now m ust b e a r.
Mr. F o rtu n e  ( “A View o f  th e  W oods"), S h i f t l e t  ("The L ife  You Save 
May Be Your Own"), J u l i a n  ( "E v e ry th in g " ) , and Asbury ("The Enduring C h il l" )  
a re  a l l  l e f t  w ith  th e  same f e e l in g  t h a t  th ey  e x i s t  i n  an em otiona l vacuum. 
For each th e  re a so n  i s  th e  same: th e  in n e r  s e l f  h a s  been n e g le c te d  to
th e  e x te n t  t h a t  i t  has in  f a c t  become a m oral vacuum. At th e  moment o f  
g r e a te s t  em otional d i s t r e s s  each lo o k s  o u ts id e  o f h im se lf  f o r  r e le a s e  
from th e  aw ful knowledge o f in n e r  em p tin ess , S h i f t l e t  to  th e  c lo u d s , J u l ­
ia n  to  th e  c i t y  l i g h t s ,  Mr. F o rtune  to  th e  t r e e s  and th e  m achine, and 
Asbury to  th e  w a te r s t a i n  on h i s  bedroom c e i l in g .  But as in  th e  ca se  o f 
Mrs.- T u rp in , t h e i r  sea rch  f o r  e x te r n a l  o rd e r  to  com pensate f o r  in n e r  cha­
os i s  f u t i l e .  The im ages th ey  f in d  a re  a l l  s u r r e a l  d i s t o r t i o n s  o f  th e  
phenomenal w orld , g ro te sq u e  v is io n s  which m ir ro r  r a th e r  th a n  o rd e r  t h e i r  
em otional chaos. Having been concerned  s o le ly  w ith  im ages o f  th em se lv es , 
w ith  th e  ways i n  which o th e r s  see  them, th ey  a re  awakened from  t h e i r  mor­
a l  to rp o r  when th e y  f in d  fundam ental d i s to r t i o n s  in  th e  way th e y  now see  
o n c e -fa m ilia r  o b je c ts  around them. In  each o f  th e  above c a se s  O 'C onnor's  
f i c t i o n a l  s t r a te g y  i s  th e  same. The c h a ra c te r  a t t a i n s  some fundam ental 
b i t  o f  knowledge about h im se lf , n o t  th rough  a sudden f l a s h  o f in s ig h t  
in to  th e  a b s t r a c t  n a tu re  o f  th e  s e l f ,  b u t by means o f a q u i te  ta n g ib le  
even t: th e  se e in g  o f  th e  fo rm e rly  o rd e re d  e x te rn a l  w orld  as  now d is ­
to r te d ,  and th e re b y  a l ie n a t in g  o r  a t  l e a s t  th re a te n in g  to  th e  c h a r a c te r 's  
form er co n cep tio n  o f  h im s e lf .  The e x p e rien ce  b r in g s  th e  c h a ra c te r  to  
the  p o in t  where he can be s a id  to  have no r e a l  sense  o f  s e l f ,  as t h e . f o r -
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mer means o f  s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n  and s e lf - e x p r e s s io n  a re  no lo n g e r  a v a i la b le .  
This f i r s t  l e v e l  o f g ra c e , th e n , fo rc e s  th e  c h a ra c te r  to  r e p u d ia te  th e  
o ld  b ases  upon which he o r  she had b u i l t  a  s e lf - im a g e . And s in c e  image 
i s  a l l  th e s e  c h a ra c te r s  have had , th ey  a re  l e f t  w ith  n o th in g . Only from  
th i s  tabula r a s a  can one o f  O 'C onnor's  c h a ra c te r s  b eg in  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  
t ru e  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n .
To d is g u is e  th e  in ad e q u a c ie s  cf th e  s o l i t a r y  s e l f ,  c h a ra c te r s  im­
pose a r t i f i c i a l  l im i t s  upon t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s  as humans. By re p e a tin g  
a p a t t e r n  o f  s e l f - l o s s  th rough  e x c ess iv e  concern  w ith  images o f  th e  s e l f ,  
O'Connor im p lie s  t h a t  in d iv id u a ls  need  to  tra n sc e n d  th e s e  a r t i f i c i a l  lim ­
i t s .  J u l ia n  and H ulga, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  a re  shown to  need  some l a r g e r  mode 
of s e l f - d e f in i t i o n  th an  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  s ta n c e s  as w r i t e r - l i b e r a l  and 
i n t e l l e c t u a l - m a t e r i a l i s t  w i l l  a llow . N e ith e r  o f  th e s e  s ta n c e s  has any 
more su b s tan ce  th a n  a l a b e l ,  and th e  c h a ra c te r s  a re  d e fe a te d  because 
th e re  i s  n o th in g  beh ind  th e  l a b e l s  th ey  w ear. But w ith in  th e s e  s to r i e s  
O'Connor o f f e r s  no e x p l i c i t  s ta te m e n t as  to  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  needed 
sense o f  tra n sc e n d e n c e . The commonest c r i t i c a l  assum ption i s  t h a t  th e  
a u th o r 's  p r e s c r ip t io n  f o r  h e r  c h a r a c te r s ' s p i r i t u a l  i l l s  i s  a r e l i g io u s
one, and t h a t  what th ey  m ost la c k  i s  a p ro p e r  sense  o f a r e l a t io n s h ip
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w ith  God. Indeed , th ey  la c k  any sense  o f r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  God; b u t 
th e  p a t t e r n  o f  ep ip h an ic  e x p e rien c e s  th ro u g h o u t O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n  sug­
g e s ts  t h a t  t h e i r  m ost d e b i l i t a t i n g  la c k  i s  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  s o r t ,  namely 
th e  la c k  o f  s e l f - d e f in in g  human r e l a t i o n s h ip s .  T h is  c o n c lu s io n  i s  based  
upon examples o f  two o th e r  l e v e l s  o f g race  in  h e r  s t o r i e s .  F i r s t  a re
3
T his a t t i t u d e  perv ad es th e  body o f  c r i t i c i s m  o f  F lan n ery  O'Con­
n o r. V ir tu a l ly  th e  o n ly  c r i t i c s  who would n o t h o ld  t h i s  to  be t r u e  a re  
Hendin (op. c i t . ) and John Hawkes, "F lannery  O 'C onnor's  D e v i l ,"  Sewanee 
Review 70 (1962), 395-1*07.
126
th e  a c tu a l  r e l i g io u s  e x p e rien c e s  seen  in  a  few o f  th e  s t o r i e s ,  th o se  
moments when c h a ra c te r s  have some k in d  o f  v is io n  concern ing  t h e i r  r e ­
la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  cosmos o r  t h e i r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  a r e l ig io u s  sym­
b o l. Second i s  th e  k in d  o f  ex p erien ce  I  r e f e r r e d  to  a t  th e  end o f  Chap­
t e r  Three, th e  f e e l in g  t h a t  th e  in d iv id u a l  s e l f  i s  a c tu a l ly  l in k e d  in  
some fundam ental way to  o th e r  s e lv e s ,  and t h a t  th e  m ost s a lu to ry  form 
of s e lf - tra n s c e n d e n c e  comes th rough  re c o g n itio n  o f  u n iv e r s a l  k in s h ip .
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When I  d isc u ss  r e l ig io u s  e x p e rien c e , v is io n ,  and b e l i e f  in  O'Con­
n o r 's  work I  do n o t in te n d  to  make a s ta te m e n t re g a rd in g  h e r own b e l i e f  
o r h e r  f i c t i o n a l  i n t e n t .  A s u r p r i s in g ly  la r g e  number o f  h e r c r i t i c s  
have tak e n  a t  f a c e  v a lu e  h e r  rem arks about b e l i e f  and f i c t i o n  w r i t in g ,  
u s ing  th e s e  s ta te m e n ts  as v e h ic le s  f o r  t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  h e r  s to r ­
i e s .  One such o f te n -q u o te d  rem ark i s  th e  fo llo w in g  from  "The F ic t io n  
W rite r and h i s  C ountry":
I  am no d is b e l ie v e r  in  s p i r i t u a l  purpose  and no vague b e l i e v e r .  I  
see from  th e  s ta n d p o in t o f  C h r is t ia n  o rthodoxy . T h is means t h a t  
f o r  me th e  meaning o f  l i f e  i s  c e n te re d  in  o u r Redemption by C h r is t  
and what I  see  in  th e  w orld  I  see in  i t s  r e l a t i o n  to  t h a t .  I  d o n 't  
th in k  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a p o s i t io n  t h a t  can be tak en  halfw ay o r  one th a t ,  
i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  easy  in  th e s e  tim es to  make t r a n s p a re n t  in  f i c t i o n .
But r a th e r  th an  concern  m yself w ith  O 'C onnor's  i l l - d e f i n e d  n o tio n s  abcu t 
orthodoxy, Redem ption, and g race  be ing  made t r a n s p a re n t  in  f i c t i o n ,  I  
w i l l  fo llo w  h e r  own adv ice  to  w r i te r s  and re a d e rs  o f  f i c t i o n :
What th e  f i c t i o n  w r i te r  w i l l  d is c o v e r , i f  he d isc o v e rs  an y th ing  a t  
a l l ,  i s  t h a t  he h im se lf  cannot move o r  mold r e a l i t y  in  th e  i n t e r ­
e s t s  o f a b s t r a c t  t r u t h .  The w r i te r  l e a r n s ,  p e rh ap s  more q u ick ly  
th an  th e  r e a d e r ,  to  be humble in  th e  fa c e  o f w h a t- is .  W hat-is  i s  
a l l  he has to  do w ith ; th e  c o n c re te  i s  h is  medium; and he w i l l
^ 0 'Connor, M ystery And M anners, p . 32.
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r e a l i z e  e v e n tu a lly  t h a t  f i c t i o n  can tra n sc e n d  i t s  l im i ta t io n s  on ly  
by s ta y in g  w ith in  them .5
When I  examine r e l ig io u s  b e l i e f  and r e l ig io u s  v is io n ,  th e n , I  w i l l  be 
concerned o n ly  w ith  th e  d is c e r n ib le  e f f e c t  o f th e s e  th in g s  upon h e r  char­
a c te r s ,  and w ith  th e  ways in  which th e s e  e f f e c t s  f i t  in to  a  l a r g e r  p a t ­
te r n ,  namely th a t  o f  th e  emerging s e l f  as i t  i s  m a n ife s te d  th ro u g h o u t 
her f i c t i o n .  In  s h o r t ,  I  w i l l  assume t h a t  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  O 'C onnor's  
s u p e m a tu r a l i s t  w orld-v iew  i s  n o t th e  c e n t r a l  q u e s tio n  to  be add ressed  
about h e r  f i c t i o n .  She, as d id  Hawthorne, u sed  f o r  s u b je c t  m a tte r  a 
world which i s  imbued w ith  r e l ig io u s  co n sc io u sn e ss . And, l i k e  Hawthorne, 
she was i n te r e s t e d  p r im a r i ly  i n  th e  im pact o f  th e  c o l l e c t iv e  conscious­
ness upon th e  in d iv id u a l  psyche.
P ro b ab ly  th e  m ost e x p l i c i t l y  r e l ig io u s  v is io n  o r ex p erien ce  in  
O 'C onnor's f i c t i o n  i s  seen  i n  "The D isp la c e d P e rso n ," when th e  aged F a th e r  
Flynn gazes a t  th e  p e a c o c k 's  u n fo ld in g  f e a th e r s  and l ik e n s  th e  s ig h t  to  
the second coming of C h r is t :
The p r i e s t  l e t  h i s  eyes wander tow ard th e  b i r d s .  They had reached  
th e  m iddle  o f th e  law n. The cock s topped  suddenly  and cu rv in g  h is  
neck backw ards, he r a i s e d  h i s  t a i l  and sp read  i t  w ith  a  shimmering 
tim brous n o is e . T ie rs  o f sm all p reg n a n t suns f lo a te d  in  a g reen - 
go ld  haze over h i s  head . The p r i e s t  s to o d  t r a n s f ix e d ,  h i s  jaw s la c k . 
M rs. M cIntyre wondered where she had ev e r seen  such an i d i o t i c  o ld  
man. " C h r is t  w i l l  come l i k e  t h a t ! "  he s a id  i n  a lo u d  gay v o ice  and 
wiped h i s  hand over h i s  mouth and s to o d  th e r e ,  gap ing , (p . 226)
This scene i s  fo llo w ed  by a d i s jo in te d  d ia lo g u e  between th e  two ch arac ­
t e r s ,  h e a v ily  lad en  w ith  i ro n y , in  which M rs. M cIntyre r e f e r s  to  G u iz a c 's  
coming and th e  p reo ccu p ied  p r i e s t  r e f e r s  to  C h r i s t 's  coming: "'He d id n 't
have to  come in  th e  f i r s t  p l a c e , ' she s a id ,  g iv in g  him a h a rd  look . . . 
'He came to  redeem u s , ' he s a id  and b lan d ly  reached  f o r  h e r  hand and
128
shook i t  and s a id  he m ust go" (p . 226). When th e  P u b lic  B ro ad cas tin g  
System d ram atized  t h i s  s to r y  f o r  i t s  "American S h o rt S to ry "  s e r i e s ,  i t s  
ren d e rin g  o f t h i s  scene in c o rp o ra te d  th e  s ta n d a rd  c r i t i c a l  i n t e r p r e ta t io n  
o f th e  symbolism o f th e  peacock and o f th e  m ost obvious o b je c t  o f  th e  
d ia lo g u e ’s i ro n y , namely M rs. M c In ty re 's  s e l f - s e r v in g  narrow m indedness. 
The f ilm  fo cu sed  on th e  g lo ry  o f th e  a p p a r i t io n ,  imposed heav en ly  m usic, 
and gave th e  p r i e s t ’s v o ic e  a c le a r ly  d e f i n i t i v e  to n e  o f  s t r e n g th  and 
c l a r i t y .  Thus i t  su p p o rted  th e  id e a  t h a t  th e  peacock i s  a l iv in g  symbol 
of a d iv in e  p re se n c e  in  a f a l l e n  w orld , t h a t  Guizac i s  a C h r i s t - f ig u r e ,  
and t h a t  th e  p r i e s t  speaks words o f  wisdom to  a community o f  myopic 
fo o ls .  Seen a n o th e r  way, though, th e  i ro n y  o f th e  d ia lo g u e  m igh t w e ll 
be double-edged , c u t t in g  p r i e s t  and woman a l i k e .  F a th e r  F ly n n 's  s la c k  
jaw, h i s  gaping mouth, and h i s  b lan d  handshake su g g e s t t h a t  h i s  c o n tin u ed  
i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  b i r d  as a d iv in e  symbol m ight w e ll be seen  as a form o f 
s tu p id i ty  as d e s t r u c t iv e  i n  i t s  e f f e c t  as Mrs. M c In ty re 's  g reed  and Mrs. 
S h o r t le y 's  xenophobia . In  f a c t ,  h i s  concern  w ith  th e  a b s t r a c t  does 
th e  v ic tim , G uizac, no more good th an  th e  S h o r t le y s ' f e a r  o f  a n o th e r 
k ind  o f a b s t r a c t io n ,  th e  s p e c tre  o f w ho lesa le  fo re ig n  im m ig ra tio n .
A lthough he i s  n o t m eant to  be a f u l l y  rounded c h a ra c te r ,  F a th e r  
Flynn does r e p re s e n t  one o f th e  extrem e m oral s ta n c e s  o f fe r e d  M rs. McIn­
ty re  in  h e r  a tte m p t to  d e a l w ith  th e  D.P. The o p p o s ite  s ta n c e  i s  t h a t  
taken  by M rs. S h o r tle y , whose f e a r  o f  a l l  th in g s  f o re ig n  le a d s  h e r  to  
confuse th e  e f f e c t s  o f  fa sc ism  w ith  th e  cau se , th e  v ic tim s  w ith  th e  p e r ­
p e t r a to r s :  "T his was th e  k in d  o f  th in g  t h a t  was happening  every  day in
Europe where th ey  had n o t advanced as in  t h i s  c o u n try , and w atching  
from h e r  van tage  p o in ty  M rs. S h o r tle y  had th e  sudden i n t u i t i o n  th a t  th e  
Gobblehooks, l i k e  r a t s  w ith  ty p h o id  f l e a s ,  cou ld  have c a r r ie d  a l l  th o se
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m urderous ways ov er th e  w a te r w ith  them d i r e c t l y  to  t h i s  p la c e "  (p . 196). 
The p r i e s t  i s  a s tu te  enough to  see  genocide as an e f f e c t  o f m oral and 
s o c ia l  a b e r r a t io n ,  b u t se es  th e  cu re  in  on ly  th e  m ost u n r e a l i s t i c  and 
f a c i l e  te rm s: "Dear la d y , I  know your te n d e r  h e a r t  w o n 't s u f f e r  you to
tu rn  th e  p o r r r r  man o u t .  Think o f  th e  thousands o f  them, th in k  o f th e  
ovens and th e  boxcars  and th e  camps and th e  s ic k  c h i ld re n  and C h r is t  
our Lord" (p . 231). As I  showed in  C hap ter One, th e  p r i e s t ' s  way of 
seeing  th in g s  red u ces  G u iz a c 's  hum anity . By re p e a te d ly  a llo w in g  h is  
a t te n t io n  to  d r i f t  to  "some p r iv a te  o r a to r y ,"  he can o f f e r  o n ly  th e  m ost 
o th e rw o rld ly  s o lu t io n s  to  t h i s  w o r ld 's  p rob lem s, th e re b y  making an ab­
s t r a c t io n  o f  th e  human v ic tim . When M rs. M cIntyre f a i l s  to  f in d  a  mid­
d le  co u rse  o f  a c tio n  to  b a la n c e  o u t th e  o b se ss iv e  f e a r  o f  th e  S h o r tle y s  
and th e  s e n tim e n ta l p ie ty  o f th e  p r i e s t ,  she f a i l s  to  r e a l i z e  h e r  human 
p o te n t ia l  by choosing  one o f th e  extrem e p o s i t io n s ,  nam ely th a t  o f th e  
S h o r tle y s .
The p a ra ly s is  Mrs. M cIntyre s u f fe rs  i s  th e  s to r y 's  metaphor f o r  
her f a i l u r e  to  become a f u l l  s e l f j  and h e r punishment i s  a p e c u lia r  k ind  
of h e l l ,  fo rced  in d o c tr in a tio n  a t  th e  hands o f a p r i e s t  whose r e l ig io n  
i s  from another country  and whose t i e s  w ith th e  r e a l  w orld are a t  b e s t 
tenuous: "Not many remembered to  come out to  th e  country  to  see her ex­
cept th e  o ld  p r i e s t .  He came re g u la r ly  once a week w ith  a bag o f bread­
crumbs and, a f te r  he had fe d  th e se  to  th e  peacock, he would come in  and 
s i t  by th e  s id e  o f  h e r bed and exp la in  th e  d o c trin e s  of th e  church" (p. 
235)• She, then , has assumed th e  ro le  o f d isp laced  person , and the  
p r i e s t 's  d iv ided  a t te n tio n  has no more re levance to  her co n d itio n  than 
i t  had to  th a t  of Guizac. The s to ry  la ck s  a metaphor f o r  e f f e c t iv e  
grace; i t  co n ta in s  only a v is u a l re p re se n ta tio n  o f the  k ind  o f r e l i g ­
ious v is io n  which l im i ts  th e  s e l f 's  p o te n t ia l  f o r  f u l l  r e a l iz a t io n  of
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th e  human e x p e rie n c e . The k in d  o f g race  which would be an a n tid o te  to  
the  e v i l  so w e ll embodied i n  th e  im ages o f boxcars  f i l l e d  w ith  human v ic ­
tim s i s  to  be found  e lsew here  in  O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n .
S im ila r  to  F a th e r  F ly n n 's  v is io n  o f  th e  peacock as t r a n s f ig u r e d  
C h ris t  i s  th e  v i s io n  o f  th e  sun as sacram en ta l h o s t  e x p e rien ced  by th e  
g i r l  i n  "A Temple o f t h e  Holy G h o st."  I  have a lre a d y  shown t h a t  a d i s ­
ju n c tio n  betw een a b s t r a c t  b e l i e f  and c o n c re te  r e a l i t y  underm ines th e  
g i r l ' s  a ttem p t to  r e a l i z e  h e r s e l f  in  term s o f h e r  se x u a l i d e n t i t y .  In  
each o f  th e s e  s to r i e s  th e  c h a ra c te r  has a  v iv id  sense  o f th e  t ra n s c e n d -  
an t; each moves beyond a  p re -o c c u p a tio n  w ith  th e  s e l f ;  and each sees  
th e  s e l f  to  be in c o n s e q u e n tia l  in  r e l a t i o n  to  a  l a r g e r  s p i r i t u a l  p r e s ­
ence. But th e  e x p e rien c e s  o f  th e se  c h a ra c te r s  su g g e s t t h a t  t h e i r  ways 
of v iew ing th e  t ra n s c e n d a n t a re  n o t e f f e c t iv e  means o f  a t t a in in g  s e l f -  
r e a l i z a t i o n .  The problem  i s  t h a t  t h e i r  r e l ig io u s  c o n c e p tu a liz a t io n s  a re  
too a b s t r a c t  to  be a c te d  o u t i n  human c o n te x ts .  The dangers o f such a t ­
tem pts a re  th o se  warned a g a in s t  by M e lv i l l e 's  Ishm ael when he f in d s  him­
s e l f  gaz ing  too  i n t e n t l y  in to  th e  sea-d ren ch ed  h o r iz o n :
There i s  no l i f e  in  th e e  now, ex cep t t h a t  ro ck in g  l i f e  im p arted  by 
a g e n tly  r o l l i n g  s h ip ;  by h e r ,  borrow ed from th e  se a ; by th e  se a , 
from  th e  in s c r u ta b le  t i d e s  o f  God. But w h ile  t h i s  s le e p , t h i s  
dream i s  on y e , move your fo o t  o r  hand an in c h ; s l i p  your h o ld  a t  
a l l ;  and your i d e n t i t y  comes back in  h o r ro r .  Over D e s c a r t ia n  v o r­
t i c e s  you h o v e r. And p e rh a p s , a t  m id-day, in  th e  f a i r e s t  w ea ther, 
w ith  one h a l f - t h r o t t l e d  s h r ie k  you drop th rough  th e  t r a n s p a re n t  
a i r  in to  th e  summer s e a , no more to  r i s e  fo re v e r .  Heed i t  w e ll , 
ye  P a n th e is ts ! ^
When t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  v is io n  becomes to o  a b s t r a c t ,  O 'C onno r's  c h a ra c te r s
None o f O 'C onnor's  c h a ra c te r s  i s  e x a c t ly  a P a n th e is t .  Many see  
symbols o f  th e  d iv in e ,  r a t h e r  th an  th e  d iv in e  p re se n c e  i t s e l f ,  around 
them. They a re , though, abso rbed  in  t h e i r  r e l i g io u s  v is io n s  in  much th e  
same way as M e lv i l l e 's  w a te r-g a z e r . As a r e s u l t ,  t h e i r  p e rc e p tio n s  o f 
r e a l i t y  a re  a t  b e s t  c loudy , and t h e i r  involvem ent w ith  hum anity  n e g l ig ib le .
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s u f f e r  t h i s  same lo s s  o f  th e  s e l f .  A lthough th ey  fo c u s  upon an o b je c t ,  
th ey  do so because  o f th e  p u re ly  sym bolic v a lu e  o f  th e  o b je c t .  And 
when th e  symbolism i s  s u b je c t iv e ,  as i t  too  o f te n  i s ,  th e  c h a ra c te r s  
become in c a p a b le  o f  e f f e c t i v e  a c tio n  i n  t h e i r  r e l a t io n s h ip s  vrith o th e r s .
An o v e r ly  vague r e l ig io u s  v i s io n  o f te n  le a d s  to  a  fundam ental 
confusion  in  th e  mind o f  a c h a ra c te r ,  namely th e  c o n fu s io n  betw een sym­
bol and r e a l i t y .  F a th e r  F lynn d is c e rn s  no e f f e c t iv e  d if f e re n c e  between 
the  peacock and C h r is t ,  and th u s  s e e s  no d if f e re n c e  betw een re v e r in g  
th e  symbol and fo llo w in g  a C h r is t ia n  e th i c .  O 'C onnor’s m ost extrem e ex­
ample o f t h i s  k in d  o f c o n fu s io n  i s  t h a t  o f H arry  A s h f ie ld  in  "The R iv e r ," 
a c h a ra c te r  whose sea rch  f o r  th e  kingdom o f C h r is t  le a d s  him to  a w atery  
g rave . O 'C onnor's  own commentary n o tw ith s ta n d in g , H a r ry 's  cou rse  can 
h a rd ly  be s a id  to  stem from  th e  "w orkings o f  g r a c e ,"  a t  l e a s t  n o t in  
the  same sense  t h a t  th e  G randm other's in s ig h t  can be so c h a ra c te r iz e d .
The v e ry  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f t h e i r  v is io n  d i f f e r s  r a d i c a l ly :  w h ile  h e r  head
" c le a r s ,"  h i s  v i s io n  i s  d i s t o r t e d  by th e  w a te r he e n te r s .  H a r ry 's  m ost 
p e rv a s iv e  f e e l in g  i s  one o f  in co m p le te n ess , and he a tte m p ts  to  com plete 
h im se lf  by tra n sc e n d in g  h im s e lf . But h i s  se a rc h  f o r  h im se lf  i s  m is­
d i re c te d .  L ike a l l  se a rc h e s  on a r e l i g io u s  p la n e  which circum vents hu­
man needs and concerns , t h i s  one le a d s  th e  c h a ra c te r  away from  th e  human­
i t y  which would com plete h i s  se lfh o o d . C h a ra c te rs  who adhere  to  p u re ly  
r e l ig io u s  symbols o r v i s io n s  a re  n e v e r g iven  th e  sense  t h a t  th e y  a re  
th e reb y  com plete , o r  t h a t  th e y  now have th e  means to  f in d  th e  com plete­
ness th e y  have been m iss in g . R a th e r, t h e i r  s t o r i e s  in d ic a te  t h a t  what 
i s  needed i s  a d i f f e r e n t  k in d  o f  r e l i g io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  a l to g e th e r ,  one 
which ta k e s  in to  account th e  human ex p e rien c e  as w e ll  as th e  s p i r i t u a l  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  su g g ested  by sym bolic m a n if e s ta t io n s  o f  h ig h e r  p re se n c e s .
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The s to r y  which m ost c l e a r l y  r e p u d ia te s  th e  n o tio n  t h a t  a  p u re ly  
r e l ig io u s  v i s io n  le a d s  to  f u l l  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  i s  " P a rk e r 's  B ack ." Most 
c r i t ic i s m  o f th e  s to r y  o f f e r s  j u s t  th e  o p p o s ite  c o n c lu s io n , nam ely th a t  
P a r k e r 's  r e l i g io u s  e x p e rien ce  le a d s  him to  a  needed accep tance  o f  h is  
p a r t  in  th e  l a r g e r  scheme o f  th in g s .  I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  P a rk e r  does r e c e iv e  
g race , i . e .  a r e v e la t io n  o f  what i s  wrong w ith  him and a su g g e s tio n  as 
to  how to  r i g h t  i t ;  b u t  he i s  u nab le  to  make t h a t  g race  e f f e c t iv e  be­
cause he cannot t r a n s l a t e  th e  r e l ig io u s  v is io n  in to  human t e r n s .  P a rk e r  
ends up one o f th e  m ost p a th e t ic  c h a ra c te r s  i n  O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n  be­
cause he has th e  knowledge he needs to  f u l f i l l  h im s e lf ,  b u t  rem ains 
f r u s t r a t e d  by h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  e x p ress  h i s  new found sense  o f  who he i s  
to  an o th er p e rso n .
Of a l l  th e  c h a ra c te r s  O 'Connor c re a te d ,  P a rk e r  i s  th e  m ost con­
cerned  w ith  th e  image he p r o je c t s  to  th e  p u b l ic .  He fo c u se s  h i s  con­
cern  w ith  s e l f  t o t a l l y  upon th e  e x te r n a l  s e l f ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  upon th e  
sk in  he so l a v i s h ly  i l l u s t r a t e s  w ith  t a t t o o s .  H is i n i t i a l  im pu lse  to  
have h im se lf  t a t to o e d  d e r iv e s  from  h i s  p e rv a s iv e  f e e l in g  o f non-w orth , 
and from  a  concom itan t need to  be reco g n ized  as u n iq u e . But th e  k in d  
o f i d e n t i t y  he seeks from  th e  t a t to o s  i s  m ere ly  an a tte m p t to  d is g u is e  
th e  r e a l  O.E. P a rk e r , who i s  so unsu re  o f h im se lf  t h a t  he h id e s  even h i s  
nom inal i d e n t i t y  as Obadiah ElScue P a rk e r . F e a rin g  th e  im persona l i n ­
s t i t u t i o n s  which have dom inated h i s  l i f e ,  " th e  navy o r  th e  government 
o r r e l ig io n "  (p . 51 6 ), he seeks to  d e fe a t  th e  c o lo r le s s n e s s  o f th e  e x i s t ­
ence he seems d e s tin e d  f o r  by c o lo r in g  h i s  s k in . But th e  e f f o r t  i s  in  
v a in , and P a r k e r 's  need to  be seen  as an in d iv id u a l  rem ains u n reso lv e d :
A fte r  a month o r two i n  th e  navy h i s  mouth ceased  to  hang open.
His f e a tu r e s  hardened  in to  th e  f e a tu r e s  o f  a man. He s ta y e d  i n  th e  
navy f iv e  y e a rs  and seemed a n a tu r a l  p a r t  o f th e  g ray  m echan ical
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sh ip , excep t f o r  h is  eyes, which were th e  same p a le - s la te  c o lo r 
as the  ocean and r e f le c te d  th e  immense spaces around him as i f  
they  were p microcosm o f th e  m ysterious sea . (pp. 513, 51U)
I f  Parker has been de-humanized by h is  environm ent, he i s  a lso  g u i l ty  
of seeing  o th e rs  in  de-humanizing ways. Thus he views h is  w ife as a 
grotesque o b je c t: "The sk in  on h e r face  was th in  and drawn t i g h t  as
the sk in  on an onion and h e r eyes were grey and sharp l ik e  the  p o in ts  
of two ic e -p ic k s"  (p . 510). The s to r y 's  rep ea ted  images of a de-person- 
a liz e d  and d e -p e rso n a liz in g  un iv e rse  make i t  c le a r  th a t  th e  grace Parker 
needs w i l l  come in  the  form of a new way o f seeing  h im se lf and o th e rs , 
namely a way o f recogn iz ing  and responding to  what i s  human in  h im self 
and o th e rs , r a th e r  than succumbing to  th e  w o rld 's  tendency to  deny the 
human.
P a rk e r 's  co n tin u a l d is s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  h im se lf i s  th e  s to r y 's  
metaphor f o r  the  f i r s t  s t i r r i n g s  o f g race , th e  a u th o r 's  way o f in d ic a ­
tin g  th a t  the  in d iv id u a l can have se lf -w o rth , even in  an in s t i t u t i o n a l ­
ized w orld:
He was heavy and e a rn e s t ,  as o rd in ary  as a lo a f  o f  bread  . . . 
P arker had never befo re  f e l t  th e  l e a s t  motion o f wonder in  him­
s e l f .  U n til  he saw th e  man a t  the  f a i r ,  i t  d id  n o t e n te r  h is  head
th a t  th e re  was anything out o f th e  o rd in ary  about th e  f a c t  th a t  he
e x is te d , b u t a p e c u lia r  unease s e t t le d  in  him. I t  was as i f  a 
b lin d  boy had been tu rned  so gen tly  in  a d i f f e r e n t  d ire c tio n  th a t  
he d id  no t knpw h is  d e s tin a tio n  had been changed, (p . 513)
But by focusing  h is  energy upon h is  appearance, upon th e  p ic tu re  o f O.E. 
Parker he wants th e  world to  see, he dooms h im se lf to  an u n a tta in a b le
goal as he seeks to  complete h im self by a tten d in g  to  one le v e l  of h is
id e n t i ty .  The knowledge th a t  he must transcend  h im se lf to  r e a l iz e  him­
s e lf  lead s  him to  seek se lf-tra n sc en d en ce  through id e n t i f i c a t io n  w ith  
images of th ings he wants to  in co rp o ra te  in to  h is  p e rs o n a li ty .  The on-
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going process only engenders fu r th e r  d is s a t i s f a c t io n :
P arker would be s a t i s f i e d  w ith  each tattoo about a month, then  some­
th in g  about i t  th a t  had a t t r a c te d  him would wear o f f .  Whenever a 
d ece n t-s ized  m irro r was a v a ila b le , he would g e t in  f ro n t  o f i t  and 
study h is  o v e ra l l  look . The e f f e c t  was no t one o f in t r i c a t e  a ra ­
besque o f c o lo rs  bu t o f something haphazard and botched. A huge 
d is s a t i s f a c t io n  would come over him and he would go o f f  and f in d  
another t a t t o o i s t  and have another space f i l l e d  up. (p . 5 ll|)
The p o in t i s  c le a r :  the "space" th a t  needs f i l l i n g  i s  an in n e r space
which no m irro r can r e f l e c t .  And as long as P arker i s  im pelled  to  a l t e r  
h is  o u te r s e l f  r a th e r  than confron t h is  in n e r id e n t i ty ,  th e  grace which 
prompts him to  be somebody w i l l  only be the  source o f fu r th e r  f r u s t r a ­
tio n .
P a r k e r 's  t a t to o s  g ive  him a f a l s e  sense  o f  i d e n t i t y  in  one im­
p o r ta n t  way, by making him f e e l  s e x u a lly  a t t r a c t i v e :  "He found t h a t  th e
t a t to o s  were a t t r a c t i v e  to  th e  k in d  o f  g i r l s  he l ik e d  b u t who had n ev er 
l ik e d  him b e fo re "  (p . 513); "He had n ever y e t  met a  woman who was n o t 
a t t r a c t e d  to  them" (p . 512). P a r k e r 's  presumed se x u a l po tency  i s  a 
sham, a n o th e r  i l l u s io n  he would p e rp e tu a te  in  h i s  o b se ss iv e  d r iv e  to  
appear d i f f e r e n t  from  what he i s .  Thus, he in t im a te s  to  h i s  w ife  t h a t  
he i s  hav ing  a  se x u a l lia ison  w ith  h i s  fem ale em ployer, when in  f a c t  th e  
r e la t io n s h ip  betw een him and th e  se v e n ty -y e a r-o ld  woman i s  th e  a n t i th e s i s  
o f romance o r  s e x u a l i ty :  she f o rb id s  him to  remove h i s  s h i r t ,  f o rc in g
him to  keep covered  what he c o n s id e rs  h i s  m ost a t t r a c t i v e  f e a tu r e .  What­
ever sex u a l prow ess P a rk er  had w anted to  be sym bolized by h i s  e a g le  
t a t to o  i s  underm ined when Sarah  Ruth th in k s  i t  i s  a  ch ick en . And because 
she i s  in te r e s t e d  in  him f o r  som ething o th e r  th an  h i s  s e l f - d e f in in g  im­
ages, P a rk e r  becomes drawn in to  a n o th e r o b se ss io n  over which he has no 
c o n tro l .  He d isc o v e rs  a  new source o f  wonder about h im se lf  when he f in d s  
t h a t  he i s  th e  o b je c t  o f t h i s  woman's a t t e n t io n .
J
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A fte r  he h as  m arried  Sarah Ruth, P a rk e r  d e f in e s  h im se lf  in  term s 
of a new g o a l,  "b rin g in g  Sarah Ruth to  h e e l ."  But h e r  doggedness and 
h e r r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  have th e  o p p o s ite  e f f e c t ,  g ra d u a lly  c o n d it io n ­
in g  him to  see th in g s  through  th e  l i g h t  o f  h e r  fundam entalism . T h is , 
combined w ith  h i s  c o n tin u in g  im age-w orship , le a d s  to  a  c u r io u s  p r o je c t :  
to  a t t a i n  se x u a l m aste ry  over h i s  w ife  by hav ing  a  r e l i g io u s  symbol t a t ­
tooed  on h i s  back . He w ants to  "complete?1 h im se lf  by d e r iv in g  from  a  r e ­
l ig io u s  image th e  power he needs to  dom inate th e  woman whose a lo o fn e ss  
has become a  m ajor sou rce  o f d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n .  I t  i s  w ith  t h i s  p r o je c t  
on h is  mind t h a t  he h as  h is  a c c id e n t w ith  th e  t r a c t o r j  and h i s  confused  
m ental s t a t e  tra n sfo rm s  th e  n a r r a t io n  o f  th e  ev en t in to  a  parody  o f th e  
th eo p h an ies  e x p e rien ced  by Moses and S t .  P a u l:
As he c i r c l e d  th e  f i e l d  h i s  mind was on a  s u i t a b le  d es ig n  f o r  h i s  
back . The sun , th e  s iz e  o f a  g o lf  b a l l ,  began to  sw itch  r e g u la r ly  
from  i n  f r o n t  to  b eh ind  him, b u t he appeared  to  see  i t  bo th  p la c e s  
as i f  he had eyes in  th e  back o f  h i s  head . A ll  a t  once he saw th e  
t r e e  re a c h in g  o u t to  g rab  him . A fe ro c io u s  th u d  p ro p e l le d  him in ­
to  th e  a i r ,  and he h ea rd  h im se lf  y e l l in g  in  an u n b e lie v a b ly  loud  
v o ic e , "GOD ABOVEI"
He landed  on h i s  back w h ile  th e  t r a c t o r  c ra sh e d  u p s id e  down in ­
to  th e  t r e e  and b u r s t  in to  f lam e. The f i r s t  th in g  P a rk e r  saw were 
h i s  sh o es , q u ic k ly  b e ing  e a te n  by th e  f i r e ;  one was caught under 
th e  t r a c t o r ,  th e  o th e r  was some d is ta n c e  away, bu rn in g  by i t s e l f .  
He was n o t  in  them . He cou ld  f e e l  th e  h o t  b re a th  o f  th e  bu rn in g  
t r e e  on h i s  f a c e .  He scram bled backw ards, s t i l l  s i t t i n g ,  h i s  eyes 
cavernous, and i f  he had known how to  c ro s s  h im se lf  he would have 
done i t .  (p . 520)
T h is  scene  su g g e s ts  th e  e x te n t  to  which P a r k e r 's  new -found r e l i g io u s  
s e n s i b i l i t y  h as  d is o r ie n te d  him in  th e  r e a l  w orld . The g e n tly  i r o n ic  
tone  d e f l a t e s  any f a c i l e  n o tio n  o f  co n v ers io n  th rough  a  m iracu lo u s  in ­
fu s io n  o f  g ra c e , and th e  d is ta n c e  between n a r r a to r  and c h a ra c te r  makes 
i t  c le a r  t h a t  th e  r e l i g io u s  a sp e c ts  o f t h i s  even t a re  an e f f e c t  o f  P ark ­
e r ' s  o b se ss io n  to  win over Sarah Ruth by ap p e a lin g  to  h e r  r e l ig io u s  ex­
p e c ta t io n s .  The most im p o rta n t f e a tu re  o f t h i s  scene  i s  th e  sen se  o f
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s e lf - t ra n s c e n d e n c e  P a rk e r  f e e l s .  As he i s  knocked o u t o f  h i s  sh o e s , so 
too P a rk e r  i s  removed from  h i s  o ld  way o f  se e in g  h im s e lf . He i s  now 
ready  to  f in d  h im s e lf ,  i f  he can f in d  an e f f e c t iv e  medium th rough  which 
to  c o n tin u e  to  tra n sc e n d  th e  l im i t s  o f  h i s  b o d ily  i d e n t i t y  in  o rd e r  
to  f in d  a  f u l l e r  human i d e n t i t y .
T h is  mock co n v ers io n  i s  b u t a  p re lu d e  to  P a rk e r ’ s r e a l  moment 
o f  g ra c e , th e  moment in  which he a t t a i n s  an i n s ig h t  which su g g e s ts  th e  
answer to  th e  problem  o f h i s  ch ro n ic  u n e a s in e s s . A f te r  hav ing  th e  p i c ­
tu re  o f  th e  B yzantine C h r is t  o u t l in e d  on h i s  back , a  p i c tu r e  w ith  
s tr a n g e ly  p e n e tr a t in g  eyes, P a rk e r  spends a  n ig h t  in  th e  Haven o f  L ig h t 
C h r is t ia n  M issio n . Here he h a s  a v i s io n  fo llo w ed  by a  c l e a r ly  d e f in e d  
lo n g in g  f o r  human com fort from  Sarah R uth;
A l l  n ig h t  he la y  awake in  th e  long  d o rm ito ry  o f  c o ts  w ith  lumpy 
f ig u r e s  on them . The o n ly  l i g h t  was from th e  phospho rescen t c ro s s  
g low ing a t  th e  end o f  th e  room. The t r e e  reach ed  o u t to  g rasp  him 
a g a in ; th e  shoe burned q u ie t ly  by i t s e l f ;  th e  eyes in  th e  book 
s a id  to  him d i s t i n c t l y  GO BACK and a t  th e  same tim e d id  n o t  u t t e r  
a  sound. He w ished t h a t  he were n o t in  t h i s  c i t y ,  n o t  i n  t h i s  
Haven o f  L ig h t M issio n , n o t  in  a  bed by h im s e lf . He longed  m ise r­
a b ly  f o r  Sarah  R uth . Her sharp  tongue and ic e p ic k  eyes were th e  
on ly  com fort he cou ld  b r in g  to  m ind. He d ec id ed  he was lo s in g  i t .  
Her eyes appeared  s o f t  and d i l a to r y  compared to  th e  eyes in  th e  
book, f o r  even though he cou ld  n o t  summon up th e  e x a c t look  o f  th o se  
e y e s , he cou ld  s t i l l  f e e l  t h e i r  p e n e t r a t io n .  He f e l t  a s  though , 
u nder t h e i r  gaze , he was as  t r a n s p a re n t  as th e  wing o f  a  f l y .  (p . 
S 22i)
T ransparency  i s  what P a rk e r  h as  been e lu d in g  a l l  a lo n g , h eap ing  image 
a f t e r  image on h i s  naked f l e s h .  And because  Sarah  Ruth was th e  one wo­
man who saw th rough  h i s  fac a d e  he had seen  h e r  eyes as  ic e p ic k s .  Now, 
i n  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  eyes o f  th e  " a l l  demanding" C h r i s t ,  h e r s  seem human, 
and h e r a b i l i t y  to  p e n e tr a te  h i s  s e lf - im a g e  in  a  human way h i s  o n ly  s a l ­
v a tio n .
The n e x t m orning f in d s  P a rk e r  a lo n e  in  an a l l e y  doing  som ething
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unusual fo r  him, "examining h is  s o u l . " Through th e  eyes o f the  C h ris t 
image he peers  inward, and sees a  " sp id e r web o f f a c t s  and l i e s  th a t  was 
no t a t  a l l  im portan t to  him b u t which appeared to  be n ecessary  in  s p i te  
o f h is  opinion" (p . $27). He d isco v ers  th a t  he has a  f e e l in g  f o r  h is  
w ife which i s  n o t m otivated  by a power d r iv e , b u t by a  more human need: 
"The thought o f he r brought him slow ly to  h is  f e e t .  She would know 
what he had to  do. She would c le a r  up th e  r e s t  o f i t ,  and she would
a t  l a s t  be p le ase d . I t  seemed to  him th a t ,  a l l  a long , th a t  was what he
had wanted, to  p le ase  h er"  (p . $27). No longer com pelled to  defin e  him­
s e l f  by "bring ing  to  h ee l"  a  woman he would im press w ith  th e  sura o f  h is  
se lf-im ag es , P arker f e e l s  l ik e  "a s tra n g e r  to  h im se lf"  because he i s  in  
f a c t  d isco v erin g  th e  r e a l  s e l f  he has eluded a l l  a long . In  sh o r t,  grace 
has en te red  h is  l i f e ,  opening him to  the  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f a  f u l l  human r e ­
la tio n sh ip  w ith  h is  w ife .
P a rk e r 's  new-found awareness o f s e l f  comes too l a t e .  Even now, 
he p re sen ts  to  h is  w ife n o t th e  s e l f  he i s ,  bu t th e  new image o f  the 
s e l f  he has become. He uses th e  C h r is t-p ic tu re  to  in te rv en e  between
him self and Sarah Ruth, th in k in g  th a t  i t  w i l l  t r a n s la te  in to  a symbol
of h is  conversion as he had a t  one tim e wanted h is  o th e r ta t to o s  to  be 
seen as images o f sexual potency. Before she sees him, she demands th a t  
he id e n tify  h im se lf , and h is  a s s e r t io n  o f who he i s  b rin g s  a fe e lin g  
o f in n e r com pleteness he has been lack in g :
P arker bent down and pu t h is  mouth n ear the  s tu f fe d  keyhole. "0- 
b ad ia h ,"  he w hispered, and a l l  a t  once he f e l t  th e  l i g h t  pouring 
through him, tu rn in g  h is  sp id e r web sou l in to  a p e r fe c t  arabesque 
o f c o lo rs , a garden o f t r e e s  and b ird s  and b e a s ts .  "Obadiah E l i -  
huel" he w hispered, (p . $28)
U nself-conscious a t  l a s t ,  P arker f e e l s  the  l a s t  b i t  o f peace he w il l  know, 
as Sarah Ruth responds to  him as she had to  the o ld  P a rk e r. She r e je c t s
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th e  image on h i s  back because  she has become as o b s e ss iv e  abou t h e r  ha­
t r e d  o f im ages as he had been abou t h i s  f a s c in a t io n  w ith  them . A lthough 
P a rk e r  now adm its t h a t  h i s  t a t t o o s  a re  " ju s t  p i c t u r e s , ” and t h a t  th e  
tra n s fo rm a tio n  o f  th e  s e l f  i s  an in n e r  a f f a i r ,  th e r e  i s  no e f f e c t iv e  
comm unication betw een th e  two, as she now d e n ie s  h i s  human p re se n c e , 
se e in g  in  him on ly  th e  s in fu ln e s s  o f  h i s  i d o l a t r y .  L ike so many o f  O'Con­
n o r 's  c h a ra c te r s ,  P a rk e r  has t r i e d  u n s u c c e s s fu l ly  to  r e p la c e  se lf - im a g e  
w ith  t r u e  se lfh o o d . He has le a rn e d  t h a t  image i s o l a t e s  humans, o b s tru c ­
t in g  human i n t o ’a c tio n , b u t  th e  knowledge i s  i n e f f e c t iv e ,  because  P a rk e r  
la c k s  th e  means o f making a  g e s tu re  which w i l l  e f f e c t iv e ly  communicate 
h i s  new sense  o f  s e l f .  H is f i n a l  p o s i t io n  o f  d e fe a t  u n d e rsc o res  th e  
l im i t a t i o n s  o f  th e  r e l ig io u s  ex p e rien c e  as  a  g ra c e -g iv in g  e v e n t, and 
e s ta b l i s h e s  th e  need f o r  a  un ion  betw een p e rso n s  f o r  g race  to  be e f f e c ­
t i v e .
It
A t h i r d  k in d  o f  e p ip h an ic  e x p e rien ce  seen  in  O 'C o n n o r's  s t o r i e s  
i s  a  sudden f e e l in g  t h a t  th e  in d iv id u a l  c h a ra c te r  i s  v i t a l l y  l in k e d  to  
some o th e r  p e rso n  o r  to  a  group o f  p e rso n s  and, th rough  th e  in te rm e d ia ry , 
to  a l l  o f  humankind. I n  many c a se s  th e  c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r  f e e l s  a  new 
sense  o f  k in s h ip  w ith  an a c tu a l  fa m ily  member w ith  whom he o r  she has 
been  t ry in g  to  deny r e l a t i o n s h ip .  Rayber and Sheppard a re  two such c h a r­
a c te r s ,  each seek in g  a  s u rro g a te  son to  r e p la c e  h i s  own i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  
i n f e r i o r  son . Both r e a l i z e  too  l a t e  t h a t  t h e i r  ve ry  d e s t in ie s  a s  p e r ­
sons a re  c o n tin g e n t upon t h e i r  accep tan ce  o f  t h e i r  own f l e s h  and b lo o d . 
T h e ir  d e fe a ts  and t h e i r  r e v e la t io n s  a re  th e  model f o r  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s  
who f a i l  to  see  o r  to  a c ce p t t h e i r  fundam ental r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  t h e i r  
f e l lo w  humans. Throughout O 'C onnor's  f i c t i o n ,  g race  i s  re c o g n iz a b le  as
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th e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  r e l i g io u s ,  o r  s o c ia l  p o s tu r in g  i s  
wrong because  i t  o b scu res  human oneness and th e re b y  d e n ie s  th e  one 
source  o f  s e l f - d e f in i t i o n  p eo p le  have , namely human k in s h ip .
I  have a lre a d y  d isc u sse d  th e  d is c o v e r ie s  o f  v a r io u s  c h a ra c te r s  
th a t  th e y  a re  in  some way a  p a r t  o f  a  l a r g e r  s o c ia l  f a b r i c .  To th e  ex­
t e n t  t h a t  a  c h a ra c te r  makes t h i s  d isc o v e ry  and pe rfo rm s some g e s tu re  o f  
response  to  th e  know ledge, t h a t  c h a ra c te r  becomes a  r e c ip ie n t  o f  g ra c e . 
C onversely , c h a ra c te r s  who re c e iv e  th e  i n s ig h t ,  b u t  do n o t  a c t  acco rd ­
in g ly , deny th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  g race  o p e ra t in g  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s .  Thus, 
when Tanner sees  b u t does n o t  "d ec ip h er"  th e  image o f  Parrum  as h is  
b lack  d o u b le , he d e n ie s  t h e i r  comm unality o f  e x p e rie n c e , and i s  u l t im a te ­
ly  d e fe a te d  because he c o n tin u e s  to  seek  s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n  as a  r a c i a l  be­
in g  r a t h e r  th an  as  a  human b e in g . L ike T anner, a  number o f  c h a ra c te r s  
see  w ith o u t d e c ip h e rin g  images o f  them se lves  in  o th e r s .  S h i f t l e t  r e ­
m ains pow erless because  h i s  s ig h t  i s  l im ite d  to  a  knowledge o f  sh a red  
d e p ra v ity  w ith  th e  h i tc h h ik e r .  Were he to  see beyond th e  g u i l t  he  c a r ­
r i e s ,  he would see t h a t  th e  v io la t io n  o f  any human bond i s  a s  mean as 
th e  v io la t io n  o f  a  m o th e r 's  lo v e . S im i la r ly ,  A sb u ry 's  v is io n  o f  th e  wa­
t e r  s t a i n  as  a  v en g e fu l d e i ty  r e f l e c t s  th e  narrow ness o f  h i s  i n s ig h t  and 
th e  l im i ta t io n s  o f  th e  g race  he r e c e iv e s .  Given f u l l e r  i n s ig h t  he would 
r e a l i z e  t h a t  th e  m ock -gestu res  o f communion he had  made tow ard th e  farm  
hands were u n s a t i s fy in g  on ly  because o f  h i s  own a lo o fn e s s , and n o t  be­
cause such g e s tu re s  a re  in h e re n t ly  im p o ss ib le . So to o , J u l i a n  f a i l s  to  
read  th e  image o f  th e  b lack  boy on th e  bus as h is  b lack  doub le , and l i k e ­
w ise f a i l s  to  a c ce p t h i s  k in sh ip  w ith  h i s  m other u n t i l  i t  i s  too  l a t e .
In  "A Good Man I s  Hard To F in d ,"  O 'Connor m ost c l e a r l y  t i e s  to ­
g e th e r  th e  concep ts  o f  g race  and k in s h ip .  Throughout th e  s to r y ,  bo th  
th e  Grandmother and th e  M is f i t  a re  concerned  w ith  denying th e  c low n ish -
m o
n e ss  and c a p t iv i t y  which a re  p a r t  o f th e  human c o n d it io n  in  O 'C onnor's  
w orld . She, th rough  h e r  c lo th in g ,  h e r  geograph ic  chauvin ism , and h e r  
sense  o f  c la s s  s t a t u s ,  would p r o je c t  th e  image o f b e in g  a  " la c ty ," one 
who p o s s e s s e s  power and p r e s t ig e  d en ied  l e s s  g i f t e d  c la s s e s  o f p e o p le . 
He, th rough  h i s  g r a tu i to u s  v io le n c e , would deny k in sh ip  w ith  C h r i s t ,  th e  
a rc h e ty p a l human v ic t im . By becoming th e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  C h r is t ,  th e  M is­
f i t  th in k s  he can a t t a i n  power to  th e  same e x te n t  t h a t  C h r is t  gave up 
power. Thus, he d e f in e s  h im se lf  in  term s o f  hav ing  " fu n ,"  which means 
b e ing  th e  v e ry  o p p o s ite  o f  good. But in  a  s in g le  i n s t a n t ,  when th e  
G randm other's head c le a r s ,  she se es  h e r s e l f  w ith o u t th e  tra p p in g s  o f 
h e r  c la s s  and h e r  sex , th e re b y  rec o g n iz in g  th e  e s s e n t i a l  f a c t  o f  h e r  
r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  man who i s  abou t to  end h e r  l i f e :  he i s  "one o f
h er b a b ie s ."  T h is  s ta te m e n t o f  u n s e lf -c o n s c io u s  h o n es ty  th re a te n s  th e  
M i s f i t 's  e n t i r e  b a s is  f o r  s e l f - d e f in i t i o n ;  i t  means t h a t  he i s  n o t  a 
m i s f i t  a t  a l l .  Thus, he responds i n s t i n c t i v e l y ,  denying  th e  r e l a t i o n ­
sh ip  as  f o r c e f u l ly  as he can . H is d e n ia l  i s ,  though , a  r a th e r  t h in  cov­
e r in g  up o f th e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  th e  f u tu r e  he w i l l  be a  v e ry  in e f f e c tu a l  
m i s f i t .  The s t o r y 's  end ing  makes i t  c le a r  t h a t  th e  g race  th e  Grand­
m other responded  to  has touched  th e  M is f i t  a s  w e ll ,  and t h a t  u n t i l  he 
can make th e  k in d  o f  human g e s tu re  she made, th e r e  w i l l  i n  f a c t  be no 
" r e a l  fu n  in  l i f e . "
Because t h i s  s to r y  h as  two c e n t r a l  c h a ra c te r s ,  each  a f f e c te d  in  
d i f f e r e n t  ways by th e  knowledge o f  human k in s h ip ,  i t  i s  an im p o rtan t 
s to ry  to  u se  in  d e te rm in in g  th e  n a tu re  o f  g race  in  O 'C onnor's  w orld .
Each c h a ra c te r  re a c h e s  a  d i f f e r e n t  s ta g e  o f aw areness abou t th e  s e l f  in  
r e l a t i o n  to  the  o th e r ;  and th e  i n te r a c t io n  betw een th e  two shows th e  
dynamic n a tu re  o f  g race  in  o p e ra t io n . A key  f a c t  abou t th e  in te r a c t io n  
i s  t h a t  i t  i s  e n t i r e l y  c r e d ib le  on a  n a t u r a l i s t i c  p la n e :  n e i th e r  c h a r-
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a c te r  has a  re l ig io u s  experience, and n e i th e r  i s  m iracu lously  a l te re d .
What happens i s  th a t  th e  M is f i t  f in d s  h im se lf drawn in to  a s e lf - re v e a lin g  
conversation  w ith  the  Grandmother, u n t i l  he f i n a l ly  adm its to  se lf -d o u b t 
and weakness: " 'L is te n  la d y , ' he sa id  in  a  h igh v o ice , ' i f  1 had o f been
th e re  I  would o f known and I  w ou ldn 't be l ik e  I  am now'" (p . 132). Since 
he i s  no longer an agg resso r, she responds to  h is  weakness, and her ges­
tu re  i s  n e i th e r  defensive nor s e lf - s e rv in g :  "His vo ice  seemed about to
crack and th e  grandm other's head c le a re d  fo r  an in s ta n t .  She saw th e  
m an's face  tw is te d  c lo se  to  her own as i f  he were going to  c ry  and she 
murmured, 'Why y o u 're  one o f my b ab ie s . Y ou're one o f  my own c h i ld re n ! ' 
She reached ou t and touched him on the  shoulder" (p . 132). The Grand­
mother i s  ready  to  fo rsak e  her p o s tu re  as o th e r , and th u s  f in d s  h e r s e lf  
as "a  good woman.11 But the  M is f i t  i s  th rea ten ed  by h is  own weakness and 
f e a r s  the  Grandm other's love because h is  need f o r  i t  i s  a s ig n  o f weak­
n ess . The grace which f o r  an in s ta n t  u n ite s  th e  two allow s h e r to  r e a l iz e  
her human p o te n t ia l ;  in  th a t  in s ta n t  she f u l l y  embodies grandmotherhood. 
But th e  grace has th e  opposite  e f f e c t  upon him: i t  re p u d ia te s  th e  n o tio n
th a t  th e re  are  m is f i ts ,  and thus d e fe a ts  h is  a ttem p t to  defin e  h im self 
as one who has no human t i e s .
One s to ry  in  which a c h a r a c te r 's  moment o f  grace p rov ides the 
s to iy  w ith an otherw ise n o n -e x is te n t u n ity  i s  "A C irc le  In  The F ir e ."
The ro le  o f the  ado lescen t g i r l  who observes much o f th e  s to r y 's  a c tio n  
i s  p roblem atic u n t i l  the  very  end, when i t  becomes c le a r  th a t  h e r  exper­
ience i s  c e n t r a l  to  th e  s to r y 's  theme. The g i r l ' s  p o s it io n  s h i f t s  from 
th a t  of a lo o f observer to  th a t  o f a ta n g e n tia l  p a r t i c ip a n t  to  th a t  of 
main c h a ra c te r ; and t h i s  s h i f t  m irro rs  th e  movement o f th e  in d iv id u a l 
whose l i f e  becomes a f fe c te d  by g race . Throughout most o f th e  s to ry  th e  
g i r l  l i t e r a l l y  looks down on th e  ac tio n  from h er second s to ry  window,
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using  h e r p h y s ica l p o s it io n  to  c u t h e r s e lf  o f f  from th e  v i s i t in g  boys, 
whom she d esp ise s , and from h e r m other, whom she d isd a in s . Her manner 
o f looking a t  th e  w orld i s  w ell cap tu red  in  th e  s e r ie s  o f images o f 
t r e e s  as l in e s  o f defense , which I  m entioned in  Chapter Two. The s to ry  
makes i t  c le a r  th a t  th i s  removal from th e  arena o f human ac tio n  i s  th e  
r e s u l t  o f her s e lf - r ig h te o u s  and s e l f - p i ty in g  m o th e r 's  in s is te n c e  upon 
her own b e tte rn e s s :
. . . she began to  t e l l  th e  c h ild  how much they  had to  be th an k fu l 
f o r ,  fo r  she sa id  they  m ight have had to  l iv e  in  a  development them­
se lv es  o r  they  m ight have been Negroes o r  they  m ight have been in  
iro n  lungs o r they  might have been Europeans rid d en  in  boxcars l ik e  
c a t t l e ,  and she began a  l i t a n y  of h e r b le ss in g s  . . .  (p . 190)
When th e  g i r l  f a i l s  to  l iv e  up to  h e r m o th e r 's  ex p ec ta tio n s  of what she 
should look l ik e ,  th e  mother ta u n ts  he r w ith  th e  suggestion  th a t  she does 
not look l ik e  th e  g i r l  she was ra is e d  to  be , th a t  she looks more l ik e  
the o ffsp r in g  o f " tra s h " : "I look a t  you and I  want to  cry! Sometimes
you look l ik e  you might belong to  Mrs. P r itc h a rd !"  (p . 190).
The g i r l  has lea rn ed  h e r le sso n  w e ll , and tu rn s  around her moth­
e r 's  d o c trin e  o f d if fe re n c e . " I a i n ' t  you ,"  she shou ts a t  he r mother as 
she tak es  the  o ffen s iv e  by denying k in sh ip  even w ith  h e r c lo s e s t  r e l a ­
t iv e .  When she e n te rs  th e  woods to  f ig h t  o f f  th e  invading  boys she seeks 
to  e s ta b l is h  her id e n t i ty  as a  s in g le  in te g e r ,  s e l f - r e l i a n t  and no longer 
in  need of th e  defenses she had s e t  up in  h e r mind. But when th e  i r r a ­
t io n a l  behav io r o f th e  boys proves too much f o r  h e r ,  she lo se s  a l l  sense 
of h e r s e lf  as a  p o te n t fo rc e : "She tu rn ed  and t r i e d  to  run across th e
f i e l d  b u t h e r le g s  were too heavy and she stood  th e re ,  w eighted down w ith  
some new unplaced m isery th a t  she had never f e l t  befo re"  (p . 193). Re­
tu rn ing  to  e n l i s t  th e  a id  of h e r  m other, she f in d s  th a t  h e r own weakness 
and th a t  o f her mother a re  th e  same, and th a t  she i s  a f t e r  a l l  a  p a r t  o f
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h er mother and, through h e r m other, a  p a r t  o f th e  human ra c e  she had 
lea rn ed  to  sco rn : "The c h i ld  came to  a stop  beside  h e r  mother and s ta re d
up a t  h e r  face  as i f  she had never seen i t  b e fo re . I t  was th e  fa c e  o f  
the new m isery she f e l t ,  b u t on h e r  mother i t  looked o ld  and i t  looked 
as i f  i t  m ight have belonged to  anybody, a Negro o r a  European, o r  to  
Powell h im se lf"  (p . 193). This i s  the  q u in te s s e n t ia l  moment o f  s e l f -  
awareness in  O 'C onnor's w orld. The c h a ra c te r  a t t a in s  th e  b a s is  f o r  s e l f -  
r e a l iz a t io n  by looking  square in to  th e  naked face  o f ano ther and seeing  
in  i t  a r e f le c t io n  o f h e r s e l f  and th e  embodiment o f a l l  human experience 
which she had been try in g  to  deny as a p a r t  o f h e r s e l f .
This in s ig h t  in to  th e  commonality of th e  human experience i s  the 
moment o f grace in  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n .  I t  d i f f e r s  from th e  more t r a d i ­
t io n a l  n o tio n  o f  grace as an in fu s io n  o f su p e rn a tu ra l a s s is ta n c e  from 
above. O 'C onnor's grace always comes from t h i s  world and d ea ls  w ith  a 
c h a ra c te r 's  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th i s  w orld. But, l ik e  th e  th e o lo g ic a l 
conception o f g race , i t  i s  meant to  be an a n tid o te  to  e v i l ,  bo th  s o c ia l 
and p e rso n a l. As we have seen , O'Connor chooses th e  sp e c tre  o f  fascism  
to  embody th e  u lt im a te  s o c ia l  e v i l j  and the  grace she, as th e  c re a to r  
of a f i c t i v e  w orld, p re s c r ib e s ,  i s  a  u n iv e rs a l re c o g n itio n  o f human one­
n ess . In  p e rso n a l term s, th i s  grace i s  a  b a s ic  human in s t i n c t  f o r  com­
munity, f o r  k in sh ip . The s e l f  must recognize th i s  i n s t i n c t ,  and allow  
i t  freedom o f ex p ress io n . O therw ise, th e  c h a ra c te r  w i l l  become th e  cap­
t iv e  o f h is  own emblems o f se lf-w o rth , enslaved  by h is  own obsession  w ith 
being d i f f e r e n t ,  w ith being an in d iv id u a l , o r w ith  being  a  member o f a 
s o c ia l e l i t e .
CHAPTER V
"THE THREATENED INTIMACY OF CREATION":
WISE BLOOD AND THE VIOLENT BEAR IT AWAY
Flannery  O'Connor i s  known more fo r  h e r a b i l i t y  as a sh o rt s to ry  
w r ite r  than as a  n o v e l is t .  Probably th i s  i s  j u s t i f i e d —h er two novels 
are flaw ed by a  d isu n ity  which does n o t e x is t  in  h e r s h o r te r  works. But 
no one would suggest th a t  e i th e r  o f her novels la ck s  th e  power o r  the 
in te n s i ty  o f even th e  b e s t o f  her s to r ie s .  N e ith er Wise Blood no r The 
V io lent Bear I t  Awav d im inishes th e  fe e l in g  th a t  h e rs  i s  a world o f  ex­
trem es: extreme im agery, extreme a c tio n , and extreme moral cho ices char­
a c te r iz e  both books. Furtherm ore, each d ea ls  in  a  more comprehensive 
way than  does any s in g le  s to iy  w ith  th e  theme th a t  th e  process o f becom­
ing human i s  an ongoing s tru g g le , one which i s  le ssen ed  only when people 
f in d  in  each o th e r  th e  grace they  need to  determ ine th e i r  in d iv id u a l i -  
d e n t i t i e s .  Because th e  two novels o f f e r  a  w ider view o f O 'C onnor's 
w orld, I  w i l l  co n sid er them a p a r t from the  s to r i e s .  In  th i s  ch ap te r I  
w il l  show how th e  theme o f grace and i t s  im pact upon th e  s e l f ,  which I  
have a lread y  is o la te d  from th e  s to r i e s ,  i s  used on a  la rg e r  s c a le  to  
p ro je c t a v is io n  o f  humans seeking and f in d in g  in  o th e rs  th e  bases fo r  
th e i r  own id e n t i ty .  The s tandard  in te rp r e ta t io n s  o f  th e se  books hold
th a t  Hazel Motes and F ran c is  Marion Tarw ater a re  botti "saved" because
1they submit to  th e i r  d e s tin e d  ro le s  as p reacher and as p ro p h e t. But I  
1
T ypical o f th e  c r i t i c a l  assessm ent o f  Hazel Motes i s  th i s  remark
m
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w il l  show th a t  Motes f a i l s  to  a t ta in  f u l l  human se lfhood  because he em­
braces a  re l ig io u s  v is io n  which i s o la te s  him from human co n ta c t; and 
th a t  Tarw ater succeeds, n o t because he becomes a p rophet, bu t because 
the prophecy he embarks upon i s  m an-centered and n o t p re d ic a te d  upon 
h is  own s u p e r io r i ty  to  th e  masses o f people he would save by purging 
them w ith  th e  f i r e  o f h is  v is io n .
2
The c h a ra c te rs  o f  Wise Blood re p ea ted ly  f a i l  to  f in d  in  one an­
o th e r th e  grace they  need to  r e a l iz e  th e i r  human p o te n t ia l  in  a world 
which tends to  de-humanize i t s  in h a b ita n ts .  Time and again  c h a ra c te rs  
gaze in to  one a n o th e r 's  eyes w ithou t p e rce iv in g  a sense o f shared  human­
i t y ,  and thus they  f a i l  to  a s s i s t  each o th e r  as they  t r y  to  become coher­
en t s e lv e s . Hazel Motes s e ts  ou t to  undo th e  e f f e c t s  o f h is  m o th er 's  
de-humanizing r e l ig io n ,  bu t f a i l s  when he d ir e c ts  h is  course f i r s t  toward 
a sexual g o a l, then  toward a m a te r ia l i s t i c  end, symbolized by h is  c a r , 
and f in a l ly  toward an a b s tr a c t  s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e ,  rep resen ted  by h is  s e l f -  
in f l i c t e d  b lin d n ess . Throughout the novel he dooms h im se lf to  f a i lu r e  
by is o la t in g  h im se lf from th e  human c o n tac t which i s  h is  only hope fo r
by M artha S tephens, in  The Q uestion o f  F lannery  O'Connor (Baton Rouge,
La: Louisiana S ta te  Univ. P re s s , 1973), P* 53: "Moving through the s ic k ,
b la s te d , a n im a lis tic  world o f th e  novel i s  a  hero whose v ir tu e ,  however 
queerly  m anifested , i s  meant to  b laze from th i s  barren  ground a l l  th e  
more w onderfully  f o r th —one who f in a l ly  succeeds in  d e liv e r in g  him self 
from the  tyranny o f h is  own blood and fin d in g  h is  way 'backw ards,' as 
O'Connor p u ts  i t ,  ' t o  B eth lehem .'"  For s im ila r  in te rp r e ta t io n s  of H aze l's  
f in a l  s tan ce , see R obert R echnitz , "P assionate  P ilg rim : Flannery O'Con­
n o r 's  W iseB lood ,"  G eorgiaR evlew , 19 (196U), 310-16; and the  d iscu ssio n s 
of the novel in  Feeiey , M artin , W alters, and D risk e ll and B r i t ta in .
The s tandard  view o f Tarwater i s  th a t  he f in a l ly  comes around to  
h is  g re a t -u n c le 's  way of seeing and a c tin g , and th a t  in  subm itting  to  the 
o ld  m an's w i l l  he lo se s  h im self to  f in d  h im self in  a la rg e r  sense. C f.; 
S is te r  Simon Nolde, "The V io len t Bear I t  Away: A Study in  Im agery,"
Xavier U n iv ers ity  S tu d ies, 1 (1961), l80-9lt; and F ran c is  J .  Smith, "O'Con- 
n o r 's  R elig ious Viewpoint in  The V io len t Bear I t  Away," Renascence, 22 
(1969), 108-12.
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s a lv a t io n . By re fu s in g  to  see h is  own co n d itio n  r e f le c te d  in  the  people 
around him, he f a i l s  to  achieve even th e  most p r im itiv e  form o f s e l f -  
knowledge.
E arly  in  th e  novel O'Connor d e sc rib e s  a  u n iv e rse  in  which th e re  
i s  no connection between the  cosmic and th e  human. The u n iv e rse  above 
e x is ts  on a sc a le  which i s  e n t i r e ly  beyond th e  ken o f th e  humans below:
The b lack  sky was underpinned w ith  long s i lv e r  s tre a k s  th a t  looked 
l ik e  s c a ffo ld in g  and depth on depth behind i t  were thousands of 
s ta r s  th a t  a l l  seemed to  be moving very  slowly as i f  they  were about 
some v a s t co n s tru c tio n  work th a t  involved  th e  whole o rd e r o f the  
un iv e rse  and would take  a l l  time to  com plete. No one was paying 
any a t te n t io n  to  the  sky. (p . 21*)
One c r i t i c  sees th i s  passage as an in d ic a tio n  o f th e  book 's  c e n tra l  prob­
lem: i t s  c h a ra c te rs  are  too  unconcerned w ith  th e  tran sce n d an t, too
2
wrapped up in  th e  p e t ty  concerns o f th i s  w orld. But I  th in k  the  mechan­
ic a l  image o f  th e  cosmos as "some v a s t c o n s tru c tio n  work" i s  in tended  
more to  in d ic a te  th e  im p erso n a lity  o f th e  u n iv e rse . The in d iv id u a l be­
low cannot r e l a t e  to  th e  o rd e r above. The im p lic a tio n  i s  th a t  humanity 
must e s ta b l is h  i t s  own o rd e r , must f in d  meaning in  th i s  w orld . When 
Hazel f i n a l l y  beg ins to  gaze a t  th e  sky, th e  connection  he makes be­
tween h im se lf and th e  cosmos has been seen as a s ig n  o f h is  conversion 
from a w orldly  q u est to  a  d iv in e  one, and h is  subsequent s e lf -b lin d in g  
th e  a c t  of a  redeemed man:
Haze stood fo r  a few m inutes, looking  over a t  th e  scene. His face  
seemed to  r e f l e c t  the  e n t i r e  d is ta n c e  across th e  c le a r in g  and on 
beyond, th e  e n t i r e  d is ta n ce  th a t  extended from h is  eyes to  th e  
blank gray sky th a t  went on, depth a f te r  dep th , in to  space . . . 
H is face  d id n 't  change and he d id n 't  tu rn  i t  toward th e  patro lm an. 
I t  seemed to  be concen tra ted  on space, (pp. 113, 11 li) To her 
( th e  la n d lad y ), th e  b lin d  man had th e  look o f  seeing  something.
His face  had a p e c u l ia r  pushing look , as i f  i t  were going forw ard
M artin , p. 1*8.
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a f t e r  something i t  could j u s t  d is tin g u ish  in  th e  d is ta n c e , (p . 116)
True, H aze 's  w orld ly  quest has ended. But h is  s e lf -b lin d in g  I  w i l l  show 
to  be th e  u ltim a te  a c t  o f i s o la t io n ,  h is  f i n a l  f a i lu r e  to  open h im self 
to  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  g race , and th e  adm ission o f d e fe a t o f a  ch a ra c te r  
in  h is  s tru g g le  to  become a  coherent s e l f .
The opening scene o f Wise Blood i s  a microcosm o f th e  e n t i r e  
book; th e  a c tio n  here i s  rep ea ted  again and again , w ith  d if f e r e n t  char­
a c te rs  p lay ing  th e  im portant ro le s .  S i t t in g  across from Haze on a  t r a in  
to  th e  c i ty ,  a woman t r i e s  to  a ssess  him, f i r s t  by looking  a t  h is  c lo th ­
ing : "He d id n 't  look , to  h e r , much over tw enty, b u t he had a s t i f f
black broad-brimmed h a t on h is  la p , a h a t th a t  an e ld e r ly  country  preach­
e r  would wear. His s u i t  was a g la rin g  b lue and th e  p r ic e  tag  was s t i l l  
s tap led  on th e  s leeve  o f i t "  (p . 9 ) . When she i s  s a t i s f i e d  th a t  Haze 
i s  her s o c ia l  in f e r io r ,  she seeks to  know him on a deeper le v e l ,  b u t i s  
f r u s t r a te d  when she gazes in to  h is  eyes:
The s u i t  had co s t him $11.98. She f e l t  th a t  th a t  p laced  him and 
looked a t  h is  face  again as i f  she were f o r t i f i e d  a g a in s t i t  now.
. . . His eyes were what h e ld  her a t te n tio n  lo n g e s t. T heir s e t t in g s  
were so deep th a t  they seemed, to  h e r, alm ost l ik e  passages lead ing  
somewhere and she leaned  halfway across the space th a t  separated  
th e  two s e a ts ,  try in g  to  see in to  them. He tu rn ed  toward the  win­
dow suddenly and then  alm ost as qu ick ly  tu rned  back again  to  where 
h i s  s ta r e  had been f ix e d , (pp. 9, 10)
Because she f in d s  no human core below the su rface  she can see (" th e  out­
l in e  o f a s k u l l , " eyes th e  c o lo r o f "pecan s h e l l s , " and "a nose l ik e  a 
s h r ik e 's  b i l l " ) ,  Haze remains an o b je c t to  h e r .  There i s  no p o in t of 
co n tac t between them, beyond her knowledge of h is  economic s ta tu s  and 
her su rm isa l th a t  he i s  a country p reach er. He, meanwhile, has seen her 
as an o b je c t:  "She was a f a t  woman w ith  pink c o l la r s  and cu ffs  and p ea r-
shaped le g s  th a t  s la n te d  o f f  th e  t r a i n  s e a t and d id n 't  reach  th e  f lo o r"
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(p . 9 ); " I t  was Mrs. Hitchcock in  a pink w rapper, w ith  h e r h a i r  in  kno ts 
around her head. She looked a t  him w ith  her eyes squ in ted  n e a r ly  sh u t. 
The knobs framed her face  l ik e  dark to a d s to o ls"  (p . 1U). Hazel a lso  
sees o th e r  people on the  t r a in  in  terras o f what they look l ik e .  For 
in s ta n c e , he responds to  th e  p o r te r  as he would to  a r u r a l  b lack man, be­
cause he looks l ik e  someone he knew in  E astrod . Thus, th e  opening chap­
te r  e s ta b l is h e s  an im portan t p a t te rn :  c h a ra c te rs  d ea l w ith  one another
on the  b a s is  o f  su rface  appearances, w ithout ev e r being c e r ta in  th a t  
th e i r  im pressions are  acc u ra te . This k ind  of in te ra c t io n  becomes pe­
c u l ia r  to  th i s  novel in  so f a r  as ch a ra c te rs  commit them selves to  p a r­
t i c u la r  assessm ents o f one ano ther, and the reby  b lunder when they  a c t as 
though th e i r  im pressions a re  in  f a c t  accu ra te .
Because su rface  appearances are so im portan t in  th i s  w orld, the  
process o f s e l f - d e f in i t io n  o ften  becomes a q u estio n  o f choosing th e  r ig h t  
costume. Haze, although he has determ ined no t to  be a  p reach er, must 
s tru g g le  ag a in s t th e  image he p ro je c ts .  Told by a ta x i  d r iv e r  th a t  "a 
look in  your fa c e  somewheres" pegs him as a p reach er, he v i s i t s  a  p r o s t i ­
tu te  to  destroy  th a t  image, bu t f a i l s :  "Her eyes took in  every th ing
whole, l ik e  quicksand. 'T hat Je su s-see in g  h a t l ' she sa id "  (p . 37)* This 
way o f seeing  o th e rs  n egates the element o f in d iv id u a l human id e n t i ty ,  
and people become o b je c ts : "He was l ik e  something washed ashore on her"
(p* 37); "Mrs. W a tts 's  g r in  was as sharp and curved as the blade o f  a 
s ic k le "  (p . 37). The n o v e l 's  most extreme example of th e  way in  which 
s e l f - id e n t i f i c a t io n  through costume lead s  to  lo s s  o f th e  human s e l f  i s  
th e  p o r tra y a l o f th e  confidence man, Onnie Jay  Holy:
The man was plum pish, and he had cu rly  blond h a ir  th a t  was cu t w ith 
showy s ideburns. He wore a b lack s u i t  w ith  a s i lv e r  s t r ip e  in  i t  
and a  wide-brimmed w hite h a t pushed onto th e  back o f h is  head, and
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he had on t i g h t - f i t t i n g  b lack  shoes and no socks. He looked l ik e  
an ex -p reacher tu rned  cowboy, o r an ex-cowboy tu rned  m o rtic ia n . He 
was n o t handsome bu t under h is  sm ile , these was an honest look th a t  
f i t t e d  in to  h is  face  l ik e  a s e t  o f f a l s e  te e th ,  (p . 81)
Haze sees two ways to  break ou t o f th i s  de-humanizing scheme o f th in g s . 
The f i r s t  i s  to  see h im se lf through th e  le n se s  o f h is  m o th er 's  funda­
m e n ta lis t f a i t h :  she has l e f t  him h e r b ib le  and h e r g la sse s  to  guide him
through l i f e .  But th e se  g la sse s  g ive  him a d is to r te d  image o f  h im se lf: 
"The l i t t l e  silver-rim m ed g la sse s  gave him a look o f d e f le c te d  sharp­
n ess , as i f  they  were h id in g  some d ish o n est p lan  th a t  would show in  h is  
naked eyes. His f in g e rs  began to  snap nervously  and he fo rg o t what he 
had been going to  do. He saw h is  m o th er 's  face  in  h is ,  looking a t  the  
face  in  th e  m irro r"  (p . 102). His m o th er 's  r e l ig io n  has indeed tau g h t 
him th a t  the  e x te rn a l man does n o t determ ine th e  r e a l  s e l f ,  bu t i t  has 
a lso  tau g h t him th a t  th e  in n e r s e l f  i s  in n a te ly  c o rru p t, g iv ing  him "a 
nameless unplaced g u i l t "  (p . 39) f o r  being  h im se lf . This g u i l t  i s  as de­
humanizing as th e  se c u la r  w o rld 's  way o f seeing  him: "She h i t  him across
the  le g s  w ith  a s t ic k ,  b u t he was l ik e  p a r t  o f th e  t r e e .  'J e su s  d ied  to 
redeem y o u , ' she sa id "  (p . 39)•
H aze's o th e r  o p tion  i s  to  throw o f f  th e  burden o f  g u i l t  h is  moth­
e r 's  C h r is t ia n i ty  has given him and to  defy th e  w o rld 's  tendency to  take 
away h is  in d iv id u a l id e n t i ty ,  by a s s e r t in g  th a t  he i s  a  worthy person 
and a s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  being:
'N othing o u ts id e  you can g ive you any p la c e , '  he s a id . 'You n e e d n 't  
to  look a t  th e  sky because i t ' s  no t goin to  open up and show no 
p lace  behind i t .  You n e e d n 't  to  search  f o r  no ho le  in  th e  ground 
to  look through in to  somewhere e l s e .  You c a n 't  go n e i th e r  forw ards 
nor backwards in to  your daddy 's  time nor your c h i ld r e n 's  i f  you have 
them. In  y o u rse lf  now i s  a l l  th e  p lace  you 've g o t. I f  th e re  was 
any F a l l ,  look th e re ,  i f  th e re  was any Redemption, look th e re ,  and 
i f  you expect any Judgement, look th e re , because they  a l l  th re e  w i l l  
have to  be in  your tim e and your body and where in  your tim e and 
your body can they  b e? ' (p . 90)
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This d o c trin e  o f s e lf - s u f f ic ie n c y  d e riv es  from h is  p r io r  a s s e r tio n  th a t  
in d iv id u a l ex is ten ce  per se . and no t th e  co n d itio n  o f C h ris tia n  redemp­
tio n , determ ines one’ s w orth: " I AM c lean  . . .  I f  Je su s  e x is te d  I  
wouldn’t  be clean" (p . 5 3 ). But H aze's d o c trin e  i s  a s e lf -d e c e p tiv e  
one. In  f a c t  he has come to  r e ly  upon something o u ts id e  of h im se lf as 
the v eh ic le  f o r  s e l f - d e f in i t io n .  That something i s  n o t a person o r  an 
id ea , b u t an o b je c t,  h is  c a r: "Nobody w ith a good ca r needs to  be ju s ­
t i f i e d "  (p . 6 h ). And when the  c a r  i s  lo s t  to  him, Haze becomes lo s t  to 
h im se lf. In  seeking to  negate th e  e f f e c ts  o f o th e r de-humanizing pro­
cesses , Haze has o b je c t i f ie d  h im self in  h is  c a r , he has d iscarded  o th e r 
badges o f id e n t i ty  fo r  a symbol o f m o b ility , only to  lo se  h is  id e n t i ty  
when th e  symbol van ishes.
In  h is  search  fo r  an id e n t i ty  which a ffirm s the s e l f  r a th e r  than 
d en ig ra te s  i t  l ik e  h is  m o th er 's  r e l ig io n  o r den ies i t  l ik e  th e  secu la r 
w orld, Haze encounters th re e  male c h a ra c te rs  who a c t as h is  doubles, and 
th ree  female c h a ra c te rs  who th re a te n  h is  ad u lt independence from h is  
mother. I  have shown th a t  O 'C onnor's c h a ra c te rs  must work ou t th e i r  s a l ­
v a tio n  through o th e r  c h a ra c te rs , and i t  i s  in  h is  d ea lings w ith  th ese  
s ix  people th a t  Haze must f in d  o r lo se  the  s e l f  he can become. By d is ­
cussing  each s e p a ra te ly , I  w i l l  show how each r e la te s  to  the main char­
a c t e r 's  f a i lu r e  to  rece iv e  th e  grace he needs to  defin e  h im self in  the 
world he in h a b its .
Asa Hawks, th e  re l ig io u s  c h a r la ta n , i s  a c h a ra c te r- ty p e  O'Connor 
was l a t e r  to  r e s u r r e c t  in  th e  person o f  Manley P o in te r , th e  sham b ib le  
salesman o f "Good Country P eop le ."  As Hulga determ ines to  expose th e  in ­
adequacy o f C h ris tia n  b e l ie f  by seducing P o in te r , Haze seeks to  negate 
Hawks's apparent a c t o f se lf-ab n e g a tio n  by seducing h is  daughter. But 
when Haze removes th e  dark g la sse s  of Hawks's decep tion , and when he i s
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h im self seduced by the  wanton Sabbath L ily , he i s  fo rced  to  re -d e f in e  
h im self in  term s o f a new m ission . U n til  th i s  p o in t Haze has been focus­
ing h is  energy on th e  a n t ic s  o f a p e t ty  o ld  fak e r who has fo o led  no one 
but h im se lf. Like Hulga, he has p red ic a ted  h is  d is b e l ie f ,  and w ith  i t  
h is  id e n t i ty ,  upon the  supposed innocence of one who i s  in  f a c t  more de­
praved than  h im se lf . When he s ta re s  in to  the  face  o f th i s  f a ls e  p rophet, 
he f in d s  r e f le c te d  th e re  an image of h is  own "b lankness,"  of h is  need fo r  
a p o s itiv e  b a s is  f o r  s e l f - d e f in i t io n ;
Haze sq u a tted  down by him and s tru ck  a match c lo se  to  h is  face  and 
he opened h is  eyes. The two s e ts  of eyes looked a t  each o th e r as 
long as th e  match la s te d ;  H aze's exp ression  seemed to  open onto a 
deeper blankness and r e f l e c t  something and then  c lo se  again , (p . 89)
Since th e re  i s  now no e f fe c t iv e  C h r is tia n  presence in  th e  book, Haze can 
r e ly  no longer upon negation  as a s e lf -d e f in in g  s ta n c e . No longer w i l l  
a Church w ithout C h ris t be s u f f ic ie n t .  Haze must now become a prophet 
in  h is  own r ig h t ;  he must now f in d  and preach a d o c trin e  which i s  p o s i­
t iv e  as w ell as t r u e .
Hazel a lso  unmasks Solace L ay fie ld , another f a ls e  p rophet, who 
has been h ire d  by Hoover Shoats to  ape H aze's appearance and d o c tr in e s . 
When Hazel knocks L a y f ie ld 's  c a r  o ff  th e  road and fo rc e s  him to  remove 
the  s u i t  and h a t which mock h is  own, he s t r ip s  him o f th e  trap p in g s  of 
a s e l f - id e n t i ty  which he had assumed only fo r  i t s  cash va lu e . L ay fie ld  
i s  reduced to  h is  e s s e n t ia l  human id e n t i ty ,  and becomes to t a l l y  dependent 
upon H azel; "The man d id n 't  look so much l ik e  Haze, ly in g  on the  ground 
on h is  face  w ithou t h is  h a t o r s u i t  on. A l o t  o f blood was coming out 
o f him and forming a puddle around h is  head" (p . 110). Haze responds by 
c a s tin g  judgment on the  man, preaching h is  own s e lf - r ig h te o u s  d o c trin e  
o f abso lu te  honesty : "Two th in g s  I  c a n 't  s tan d , . . .  a man th a t  a i n ' t
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t r u e  and one th a t  mocks what i s ” (p . 111); and by denying L ay fie ld  any 
human so lace  as the  dying man confesses h is  s in s .  But H aze l 's  repud ia­
tio n  o f L ay fie ld  a lso  exposes h is  own p o s itio n , fo r  he h im se lf has y e t 
to  determ ine what i s  " t r u e .” He i s  s t i l l  caught up in  a world of su r­
face  appearances, unmasking the  f a ls e  w ithout fin d in g  the  b a s is  fo r  a 
genuine s e l f  o f h is  own. He has no sense o f p lace , only a need fo r  mo­
b i l i t y .  As he has pushed L a y fie ld 1s c a r  o f f  th e  road , so too h is  own i s  
destroyed , and w ith i t  th e  m a te r ia l trap p in g s  o f h is  s e l f - id e n t i t y .  His 
unmasking o f L ay fie ld  unmasks h is  own lack o f a core o f  human id e n t i ty .
The chap ters  of Wise Blood which d ea l w ith  Enoch Enery are gen­
e r a l ly  considered  th e  book 's  major source of d isu n ity . This i s  c le a r ly  
the  case: Enoch's presence in  th e  book can be defended only on them atic
grounds, no t in  terms of p lo t .  But when seen in  term s of th e  theme o f 
f a i le d  g race , Enoch's m is-adventures make p e r fe c t  sense. Enoch's search 
i s  the search fo r  th e  s e l f  w ith in  a human co n tex t, when th e  s e l f  f in d s  
no human c o u n te rp a rt, no o th e r  to  help  complete what cannot be completed 
in  is o la t io n .  The world he in h a b its  i s  one o f aw e-insp iring  machines, 
anim als, and o b je c ts , w ith fe llow  humans always a t  a  d is ta n c e . Enoch's 
p o s it io n  in  th e  world i s  a p tly  summed up in  a d e sc r ip tio n  o f him stand ­
ing  in  f ro n t  o f a drug s to re  window: " . . . h e  appeared to  be working
h is  way across th e  g la ss  by h is  m uscles, ag a in s t a background o f alarm 
c lo ck s, t o i l e t  w aters , cand ies, s a n ita ry  pads, fo u n ta in  pens, and pocket 
f l a s h l ig h ts ,  d isp layed  in  a l l  co lo rs  to  tw ice h is  h e ig h t” (p . 75)* But 
th e  anim als, machines, and o b je c ts  o f th e  c i ty  are  n o t th e  cause of E- 
n o ch 's  d is tre ss ^  they m erely c o n s ti tu te  the backdrop which heigh tens 
h is  a l ie n a t io n . Enoch i s  v ic tim ized  by the human, no t by th e  inhuman; 
and Hazel Motes i s  most re sp o n sib le  fo r  h is  d e fe a t.
Enoch Emery i s  reduced  to  a  sub-human c o n d it io n  when he dons tte
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g o r i l l a  s u i t  in  search  o f a f r ie n d ly  hand in  an u n frien d ly  c i ty .  The 
pathos o f h is  search  i s  compromised by th e  comedic asp ec ts  o f h is  en­
counter w ith  the  jaded  Gonga, bu t i t  e x is ts  n o n e th e less :
I t  was th e  f i r s t  hand th a t  had been extended to  Enoch since  he had 
come to  the  c i ty .  I t  was warm and s o f t  . . . For a second he only 
stood  th e re ,  c la sp in g  i t .  Then he began to  stammer. "My name i s  
Enoch Emery,11 he mumbled. . . . The s t a r  leaned  s l ig h t ly  forward 
and a change came in  h is  eyes: an ugly  p a i r  o f human ones squ in ted
a t  Enoch from behind th e  c e l lu lo id  p a i r .  "You go to  h e l l , "  a su r ly  
vo ice in s id e  th e  a p e -s u it  s a id , low b u t d i s t i n c t ly ,  and th e  hand 
was je rk e d  away.
Enoch's h u m ilia tio n  was so sharp and p a in fu l th a t  he tu rned  a - 
round th re e  tim es befo re  he r e a l iz e d  what d ire c tio n  he wanted to  
go in .  Then he ran  o f f  in to  th e  ra in  as f a s t  as he could , (pp. 98, 
99)
Although Enoch 's search  le ad s  him away from Hazel Motes, t h e i r  f a te s  are 
c lo se ly  lin k ed . Because Hazel has denied Enoch h is  f r ie n d sh ip , the  one 
ends up a  monkey, and th e  o th e r ends up even le s s  o f a person . Because 
Enoch f a i l s  to  f in d  the  human co u n te rp a rt he seeks in  th e  c i ty ,  grace 
does n o t e n te r  h is  l i f e  and enable him to  r e a l iz e  h is  humanity. And be­
cause Hazel re fu se s  to  become the  human f r ie n d  Enoch seeks, he lik ew ise  
f a i l s  to  a t t a in  th i s  g race . Enoch's ro le  in  th e  book, then , i s  to  under­
sco re  one of the  e f f e c ts  upon the  s e l f  when grace i s  lack in g : h is  a n i-
m a l-lik e  id e n t i ty  i s  the  extreme opposite  o f H a z e l 's  f i n a l  id e n t i ty  as
3
an a b s tra c tio n .
Enoch's e a r ly  a ttem p ts to  reach  Haze are  f r u s t r a te d  because Haze 
has come to  th e  c i t y  no t to  f in d  human c o n ta c t, bu t to  deny th a t  people 
need to  r e ly  upon any th ing , in c lu d in g  o th e r people. Enoch i s  obsessed 
w ith  h is  need fo r  a f r ie n d ,  and thus he in c u rs  H a z e l 's  u t t e r  d isd a in .
Louis Rubin i s  unique in  th a t  he sees Enoch as a human being , 
and n o t as th e  b u t t  o f O 'C onnor's judgment th a t  a search  fo r  a pu re ly  
human id e n t i ty  in e v ita b ly  renders  one an anim al. See h is  "Flannery O'Con­
nor and the B ible B e lt"  in  The Added Dimension (New York: Fordham Univ.
P re ss , 1961:), pp. 1*2—79.
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To f i l l  the  vo id  in  h is  l i f e ,  to  o rd er h is  experience in  the  u n frien d ly  
c i ty ,  Enoch e s ta b l is h e s  a m o ck -ritu a l which focuses upon the  non-human: 
th e  zoo anim als, th e  " F ro s ty -B o ttle ,"  th e  MUSEUM, and th e  mummy. But 
th e se  th in g s  b rin g  him no s a lv a tio n . He i s  doomed to  lo n e lin e s s , n o t 
because h is  " r e l ig io n ” lack s  a  d iv in e  fo cu s , bu t because i t  la ck s  a  hu­
man elem ent. So to o , H aze's a n t i - r e l ig io n  f a i l s  to  f r e e  him from h is  
needs because i t  i s  as im personal as Enoch's p seu d o -re lig io n . The r e ­
la tio n s h ip  between th e  two i s  an im portan t in s ta n ce  o f O 'C onnor's peo­
p le  denying th a t  they  are  fe llo w  humans, and thereby  denying th a t  they  
are  human a t  a l l .  Enoch begins to  see th a t  they  share  a common f a te :
" I  th in k  I  seen you sommers befo re  . . . You look l ik e  you had a kind 
o f  fa m ilia r  face"  (p . 3£>)* But H aze's response i s  deadening, and i t  de­
n ie s  them both  the  humanity they  seek: "Hazel M otes 's  face  m ight have 
been cu t ou t o f th e  s id e  of a rock" (p . 5 1 ). This thw arted  re la t io n s h ip  
i s  in d ic a tiv e  o f th e  n a tu re  o f human in te ra c t io n  in  a g race le ss  w orld. 
Haze and Enoch a c t toward one ano ther ou t o f s u p e r f ic ia l  impulse or ob­
se ss iv e  response, and both remain one-dim ensional because they lack  
depth o f m o tiv a tio n . That they  f a i l  to  become human i s  n o t a measure 
o f O 'Connor's f a i lu r e  as a n o v e l is t ,  b u t ra th e ro f  h e r success in  c rea ­
t in g  a  world in  which people deny them selves and o th e rs  th e  humanity 
th ey  might a t t a in .
As H aze l 's  m issed connection w ith  Enoch in te r f e r e s  w ith  grace 
in  h is  l i f e ,  so too h is  in te ra c t io n s  w ith  women b rin g  him no a d u lt s e l f ­
hood. Through a s e r ie s  of f la sh b ac k s, th e  book shows th a t  Hazel asso­
c ia te s  h is  mother w ith  se x u a lity  and dea th . Haze comes to  see sexual 
encounters w ith women as one means o f keeping th e  c o f f in  l i d  from c lo s ­
ing  upon h im se lf . Thus he r e c a l l s  h is  f a th e r 's  comment about th e  s id e ­
show's naked woman in  a c o f f in : "'Had one o f  them ther b u i l t  in to  e v e r '
c a s k e t , ' h is  f a th e r ,  up toward th e  f r o n t ,  s a id , 'b e  a heap ready to  go 
so o n er'"  (p . 38)* But Haze had been soundly beaten  by B is mother f o r  h is  
sexual in t e r e s t s ,  and he c a r r ie s  w ith him a l i f e - lo n g  c o n f l ic t  between 
impulse and g u i l t .  Because Haze has been ta u g h t th a t  h is  concupiscence 
makes him unclean , h is  search  f o r  an a d u lt s e l f - id e n t i t y  becomes a  s tru g ­
g le  to  a s s e r t  th a t  he i s  c lean  in  s p i te  of h is  bod ily  w ants. The ad u lt 
s e l f  he would become must re so lv e  th e  c o n f l ic t  between g u i l t  and in s t i n c t ,  
allow ing him to  have a sexual re la t io n s h ip  w ithou t the  memory of h is  
m o ther's  re p re ss iv e  d o c trin e  o f uncleanness in te r f e r in g .  C le a rly , th is  
does n o t happen during  h is  v i s i t s  to  Leonora W atts, who sees him as a 
c h ild ; "T h a t's  okay son, . . . Momma d o n 't  mind i f  you a i n ' t  a p reach­
e r"  (p . 23); and whose sexual favo rs  do n o t make him f e e l  c lean ; "When 
he f in ish e d , he was lik e  something washed ashore on h e r , and she had 
made obscene comments about him which he remembered o f f  and on during 
th e  day. He was uneasy in  th e  thought o f going to  her aga in” (p . 37).
Haze has another sexual encounter, th i s  time w ith  Sabbath L ily , 
h e r s e lf  a  c h ild ; bu t i t  i s  h a rd ly  one in  which he has any degree o f a - 
d u lt  c o n tro l .  Furtherm ore, t h i s  encounter i s  shown to  be a parody of 
human se x u a lity  when the  nex t morning Sabbath L ily  appears w ith  th e  
crumbling mummy befo re  Haze, who has donned h is  m o th er 's  g la sse s ; "He 
saw h is  m other's  face  in  h is ,  looking a t  the  face  in  th e  m irro r. He 
moved back qu ick ly  to  take o f f  the  g la sse s  bu t th e  door opened and two 
more face s  f lo a te d  in to  h is  l in e  of v is io n ; one o f them s a id , 'C a ll  
me Momma now'" (p . 102). The f r u i t  o f  th i s  sexual union i s  th e  d u s t-  
f i l l e d  mummy, a symbol o f the  s t e r i l i t y  of th e  c h a ra c te rs  invo lved . Haze 
f in d s  h im se lf w ith  y e t ano ther m other-figu re  who w il l  impede h is  ta sk  o f 
s e l f - d e f in i t io n  on h is  own term s.
A fte r h is  encounter w ith  Sabbath L ily , Haze re g re sse s  fu r th e r
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in  h is  nex t re la t io n s h ip  w ith  a  woman. Mrs. F lood, h is  land lady , assumes 
th e  ro le  o f do ting  and m anipu lative mother a f te r  Haze has denied th e  pos­
s i b i l i t y  of human in te ra c t io n  by b lin d in g  h im se lf . His f i n a l  adm ission 
o f d e fea t comes when he a s s e r ts  to  h e r what h is  r e a l  mother had i n s t i l l e d  
in  him long ago, and what he had been s tru g g lin g  to  deny in  h is  quest 
to  become a s e l f :  " I ’m n o t c lean "  (p . 1.22). During the  f i n a l  chap ter
o f th e  book, Haze becomes more and more p a ss iv e , allow ing h is  id e n t i ty  
to  d isso lv e  by degrees u n t i l  he becomes as fa c e le s s  and as in e f fe c tiv e  
as th e  mummy which was h is  symbolic o ffs p r in g . In  th e  l a s t  scene, Mrs. 
F lood makes a f i n a l  attem pt to  see who he i s ,  to  decipher a  human iden ­
t i t y  in  a human form. She f a i l s  because H aze's s e lf -b lin d in g  and s e l f -  
f la g e l la t io n  a re  symptoms o f h is  f i n a l  f a i lu r e  to  f in d  a coherent b a s is  
f o r  human se lfhood . By b lin d in g  h im se lf he has r e tr e a te d  from the  w orld 
o f su rface  id e n t i t i e s  which has caused him only  confusion . But he has 
a lso  denied h im se lf th e  chance to  see in  people l ik e  Enoch, Sabbath 
L ily , Hawks, L ay fie ld , and even th e  mummy, images o f what he i s :  a
clow n-like cap tiv e  of a human form in  a de-humanizing u n iv e rse . Sy t o r ­
tu r in g  h is  body, he succumbs to  th e  re p re ss iv e  Manichean d o c trin e  th a t  
he had been try in g  to  r e fu te .  He chooses, in  s h o r t ,  to  seek an id e n t i ty  
as a  s p i r i t  in  a  world which knows only  b o d ily  i d e n t i t i e s :
She had never observed h is  face  more composed and she grabbed h is  
hand and he ld  i t  to  her h e a r t .  I t  was r e s i s t l e s s  and d ry . The o u t­
l in e  o f a s k u ll  was p la in  under h is  sk in  and the  deep burned eye 
sockets seemed to  lead  in to  th e  dark tu n n e l where he had d isappeared . 
She leaned  c lo se r  and c lo se r  to  h is  fa c e , looking deep in to  them, 
try in g  to  see how she had been cheated o r what had cheated  h e r , bu t 
she c o u ld n 't  see anyth ing . She shu t her eyes and saw th e  p in  p o in t 
o f l i g h t  bu t so f a r  away th a t  she could n o t hold  i t  steady  in  her 
mind. She f e l t  as i f  she were blocked a t  th e  en trance o f some­
th in g . She s a t  s ta r in g  w ith  h e r eyes sh u t, in to  h is  eyes, and f e l t  
as i f  she had f in a l ly  go t to  th e  beginning o f  something she could­
n ' t  beg in , and she saw him moving f a r th e r  and f a r th e r  away, f a r th e r  
and f a r th e r  in to  the darkness u n t i l  he was the  p in  p o in t o f l i g h t .
(p . 126)
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This l a s t  f u t i l e  a ttem pt to  read  humanity in  th e  face  o f ano ther i s  the  
book 's  u ltim a te  s ign  th a t  grace op era tes  only when th e re  e x is t s  a human 
medium fo r  i t s  tran sm iss io n . Mrs. Flood sees in  Hazel f i r s t  th e  same 
o b je c t- l ik e  id e n t i ty  th e  woman on the  t r a i n  had n o ticed  e a r l i e r ,  the  
o u tl in e  o f a s k u ll  on h is  fa c e . Looking deeper, th e  most she can f in d  
i s  th e  a b s tra c tio n , the  enigma which i s  symbolized by th e  p in  p o in t of 
l i g h t .
Because Hazel Motes a b s tra c ts  h im self from humanity in  h is  
thw arted  quest to  become human, a l l  h is  would-be human c o u n te rp a rts  are 
"blocked" in  th e i r  a ttem pts to  reach h is  so u l. As a r e s u l t ,  he ends 
up as deadened as Enoch's d rie d  mummy, the  new je su s  who i s  H a z e l 's  sym­
b o lic  o ffsp r in g . The mummy becomes th e  s to r y 's  c e n tra l  symbol, the  u l ­
tim ate  image of the  human s e l f  when concern f o r  the o u te r la y e rs  o f iden ­
t i t y  obscures th e  development of the  in n e r s e l f :
Two days ou t o f the  g la ss  case had no t improved th e  new je s u s ' con­
d i t io n .  One s ide  o f  h is  face  had been p a r t ly  mashed in  and on the 
o th e r s id e , h is  e y e lid  had s p l i t  and a p a le  d u s t was seeping  ou t 
o f i t .  For a w hile her face  had an empty look, as i f  she d id n 't  
know what she thought about him or  d id n 't  th ink  anyth ing . She 
might have s a t  th e re  fo r  te n  m inutes, w ithou t a though t, h e ld  by 
w hatever i t  was th a t  was fa m ilia r  about him. She had never known 
anyone who looked l ik e  him b e fo re , bu t th e re  was something in  him 
o f everyone she had ever known, as i f  th ey  had a l l  been ro l le d  in ­
to  one person and k i l l e d  and shrunk and d r ie d , (p . 100)
But th i s  image, g ro tesque as i t  i s ,  does n o t mean th a t  O'Connor p re d i­
c a te s  Wise Blood upon th e  ab su rd ity  o f  human e x is te n c e . The w orld o f 
Wise Blood i s  gro tesque w ithou t becoming a b s u rd is t ,  f o r  th e  grotesque 
i s  shown to  be an e f f e c t  o f human f a i l u r e ,  and no t a cause o f human pow­
e r le ssn e s s  to  a c t .  Grace i s  absen t from th i s  world only because the  
c h a ra c te rs  f a i l  to  make i t  work by f a i l in g  to  f in d  in  one ano ther the  
means fo r  th e i r  own sa lv a tio n , and th e  bases f o r  t h e i r  own id e n t i t i e s .
158
3
In  Chapter One I  showed how The V io len t Bear I t  Away uses a  p a t­
te rn  o f c h i ld /a d u l t  images to  convey the  p a rad o x ica l theme th a t  in  o rder 
to  become an a d u lt s e l f  th e  in d iv id u a l must recognize and accep t the  
"ch ild "  which i s  inescapab ly  a p a r t  of the  a d u l t .^  The c h a ra c te r  of 
Bishop, the  id io t - c h i ld ,  i s  c e n tra l  to  th i s  theme, as through him th e  
o th e r  c h a ra c te rs  come to  term s w ith  the  c h i ld - l ik e  components o f th e i r  
own psyches. At th i s  p o in t I  w i l l  f u r th e r  consider th i s  novel, showing 
how Bishop, although an incom plete s e l f ,  se rves as a medium through 
whom the o th e r c h a ra c te rs  are  given th e  oppo rtun ity  to  rece iv e  the k ind  
o f grace I  d iscussed  in  Chapter Four, namely the  sense o f shared  humanity 
which th e  in d iv id u a l must experience in  o rder to  a t t a in  balanced s e l f ­
hood. The presence of Bishop, and n o t the memory o f Old Tarw ater, im­
p e ls  Rayber and Tarwater to  see through th e  masks they  use to  d isg u ise  
th e  se lv es  they  are a f r a id  to  encounter. Thus, the  book does no t c a l l  
fo r  a  d e f in i t io n  o f the s e l f  w ith in .O ld  T arw a te r 's  s t r i c t l y  r e l ig io u s  
sphere of va lues or w ith in  R ayber's  s t r i c t l y  hum anistic c o n te x t. R ather, 
i t  i n s i s t s  th a t  th e re  i s  a th i r d  course o f a c tio n , one which counters 
th e  two modes o f removal from humanity, th e  rig h teo u s  in d ig n a tio n  o f the  
p rophet and th e  c l in ic a l  s t e r i l i t y  o f  the s o c ia l worker. This th i rd  
course embraces th e  flaw ed and u n se lf-co n sc io u s humanity of a  Bishop,
tem pering r e l ig io u s  v is io n  w ith  human in s t i n c t .
The problem o f th e  s e l f  and o f id e n t i ty  i s  c ru c ia l  to  both Ray­
b e r and Tarw ater. Tarwater i s ,  as I  have m entioned, a t  a p iv o ta l  p o in t
in  h is  l i f e :  he i s  on the  verge o f determ ining what k ind  o f a d u lt he
w il l  be. Rayber has a lready  made h is  cho ice , to  remove h im se lf from d i-
^Cf. C hapter One, p . 11.
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r e c t  co n tac t w ith  people and th in g s  by in te l le c tu a l iz in g  a l l  experience, 
by t r a n s la t in g  th e  co ncre te  in to  the  a b s t r a c t .  In  both cases  the  s t r a t ­
eg ies  fo r  se lf -e x p re s s io n  are  p resen ted  in  term s o f re la t io n s h ip s  w ith  
o th e r peop le ; and they a re  embodied in  images o f see in g , n o t through 
modes o f  a c tio n . Tarw ater, a f t e r  h is  g rea t-u n c le  has d ied , th in k s  he 
can p reserve  h is  in te g r i ty  as a s e l f  by seeing th in g s  only on the  su r­
face :
He t r i e d  when p o ss ib le  to  pass over th e se  though ts, to  keep h is  
v is io n  lo c a ted  on an even le v e l ,  to  see no more than what was in  
f ro n t  o f h is  face  and to  l e t  h is  eyes s top  a t  th e  su rface  o f th a t .
I t  was as i f  he were a f ra id  th a t  i f  he l e t  h is  eye r e s t  f o r  an in ­
s ta n t  longer than  was needed to  p lace  something—a spade, a hoe, a 
m u le 's  h ind q u a rte rs  befo re  h is  plow, th e  red  furrow  under him— 
th a t  th e  th in g  would suddenly s tand  befo re  him, s tran g e  and t e r r i f y ­
in g , demanding th a t  he name i t  and name i t  j u s t l y  and be judged fo r  
th e  name he gave i t .  He d id  a l l  t h a t  he could to  avoid th i s  th r e a t ­
ened intim acy o f c re a tio n , (p . 316)
Rayber i s  even fu r th e r  ou t o f touch w ith  the  world o f s o lid  p resences, 
as he chooses no t to  see e x is t in g  th in g s  a t  a l l ,  igno ring  what i s ,  in  
o rder to  v is u a l iz e  what might be: "He gazed through the  a c tu a l in s ig ­
n i f i c a n t  boy before him to  an image o f  him th a t  he h e ld  f u l l y  developed 
in  h is  mind" (p . 357). In  o rder to  p reserv e  h is  se lf-im posed  d is ta n ce  
from th e  c rea ted  w orld, Tarw ater chooses as a symbol fo r  th e  s e l f  he 
would be one o f  the p rop h e tic  elem ents, f i r e ,  w hile r e je c t in g  th e  w ater 
o f baptism and the e a r th  o f  b u r ia l .  Rayber, meanwhile, d is s o c ia te s  him­
s e l f  from a l l  th e  elem ents by transfo rm ing  h is  w orld in to  so many formu­
la s  and numbers: " . . .  in  th e  s c h o o lte a c h e r 's  head, he would be l a id
ou t in  p a r ts  and numbers . . . The o ld  man had n o t known th a t  when he 
went to  l iv e  th e re  th a t  every l iv in g  th in g  th a t  passed  through the  ne­
phew 's eyes in to  h is  head was tu rned  by h is  b ra in  in to  a book o r a paper 
o r  a c h a r t"  (p . 31b)• T a rw a te r 's  f i r e  and Rayber*s numbers serve the
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same fu n c tio n : they  in te rv en e  between th e  s e l f  and d i r e c t  human exper­
ie n c e . In  so doing they deny th e  c h a ra c te rs  th e  chance to  complete th e i r  
own humanity by rece iv in g  th e  grace which comes only when th e  gap between 
people i s  b ridged , only when d iffe re n c e s  are  d isso lv ed .
Rayber and Tarwater both have th e i r  s t r a te g ie s  te s te d ,  and each 
f in d s  h is  means o f d ivorcing  the  s e l f  from human encounters to  be un­
a v a i l in g . The t e s t  comes n o t from th e  o ld  man, whose in flu en ce  would 
im pel them in  a r e l ig io u s  d ire c tio n , b u t from Bishop, whose presence 
p u l l s  them i r r e s i s t a b ly  in to  a co n fro n ta tio n  w ith  th e i r  own e s s e n t ia l  
s e lv e s . For Rayber th i s  c o n fro n ta tio n  i s  shown to  be a  spontaneous 
w e llin g  up o f i r r a t io n a l  f e e l in g s  o f u n ity  w ith  th e  concre te  w orld, a 
sense o f  th e  " th rea ten ed  in tim acy of c re a tio n " :
For the most p a r t  Rayber liv e d  w ith  him w ithou t being p a in fu l ly  
aware o f h is  presence bu t the  moments would s t i l l  come when, rush ­
ing  from some in e x p lic a b le  p a r t  o f h im se lf, he would experience a 
love f o r  the  c h ild  so outrageous th a t  he would be l e f t  shocked and 
depressed  fo r  days, and trem bling  fo r  h is  s a n ity . . . . Anything 
he looked a t  too long could  b rin g  i t  on. Bishop d id  n o t have to  
be around. I t  could be a s t ic k  o r  a  s to n e , th e  l in e  o f a shadow, 
th e  absurd o ld  man's walk o f a s ta r l in g  cro ss in g  the  sidew alk.
I f ,  w ithout th in k in g , he le n t  h im self to  i t ,  he would suddenly 
f e e l  a morbid surge o f th e  love th a t  t e r r i f i e d  him. (p . 373)
For Tarwater the  c o n fro n ta tio n  i s  even more s t a r t l i n g :  i t  re v e a ls  th e
very  k ind  o f s e l f - id e n t i ty  he must accept i f  he i s  to  succeed in  h is  
q u es t f o r  th e  s e l f .  His d e s tin e d  ro le ,  he le a rn s ,  i s  to  be one o f th e  
m asses, and n o t to  become a  b e tte r - th a n -th o u  p u rify in g  prophet o f th e  
m asses. Looking a t  Bishop, he sees "a c h ild  who had been a  c h ild  f o r  
c e n tu r ie s "  (p . 2$1), and th e  e f f e c t  i s  p a in fu lly  unambiguous:
Tarw ater clenched h is  f i s t s .  He stood l ik e  one condemned, w aiting  
a t  the  spo t o f execu tion . Then the re v e la tio n  came, s i l e n t ,  im­
p la c a b le , d i r e c t  as a b u l l e t .  He d id  n o t look in to  the  eyes of 
any f ie r y  b eas t or see a  burning bush. He only knew, w ith a c e r ­
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ta in ty  sunk in  d e sp a ir , th a t  he was expected to  b ap tize  th e  c h ild  
he saw and begin th e  l i f e  h is  g rea t-u n c le  had p repared  him f o r .  He 
knew th a t  he was c a lle d  to  be a prophet and th a t  th e  ways o f h is  
prophecy would n o t be rem arkable. His b lack p u p ils , g la ssy  and 
s t i l l ,  r e f le c te d  depth on depth h is  own s tr ic k e n  image of h im se lf, 
trudg ing  in to  th e  d is ta n c e , in  the  b leed ing  s tin k in g  mad shadow 
of Je su s , u n t i l  a t  l a s t  he rece iv ed  h is  rew ard, a broken f i s h ,  a 
m u ltip lie d  lo a f .  (p . 357)
Each sees in  the  eyes of Bishop the  s ta rk  t r u th  about h im self th a t  can­
n o t be fo re v e r eluded; th e  s e l f  i s  n o t rem arkable, nor can one d is tan ce  
th e  s e l f  from the  r e s t  o f th e  world by t r a n s la t in g  people and th in g s  
in to  a b s tr a c t  in te g e rs  which can be contained  by th e  r a t io n a l  mind.
Rayber c le a r ly  knows th a t  h is  sa lv a tio n  l i e s  in  h is  being able 
to  co n fron t th e  face  o f Bishop. He d isd a in s  h is  former w ife because "she 
had n o t been able  to  l iv e  w ith B ishop 's  face"  (p. 1*10), and he no tes  
w ith  approval when T arw ate r 's  a t t i t u d e  toward the  boy s h i f t s  p e rc e p ti­
b ly ; "I n o tic e  th a t  you 've begun to  be ab le  to  look Bishop in  th e  eye. 
T h a t 's  good" (p . 1*16). But he h im se lf f a i l s  to  d ea l w ith h is  son in  hu­
man term s, in s te a d  seeing  him as a symbol, " . . . as an x s ig n ify in g  
th e  genera l h ideousness of f a te "  (p . 372). Thus, B ishop 's  presence 
p ro te c ts  him from the  knowledge th a t  th i s  hideous f a te  i s  h is  own as 
w e ll. Through Bishop he d isp la ces  th e  shortcomings of th e  r e a l  s e l f  
which are  d isg u ised  by h is  mask o f in te l le c tu a lis m , l ib e ra lism , and hu- 
m anitarian ism . But B ishop 's  fa c e , th e  o ld  m an's, and T arw ater 's  are 
a l l  v e rs io n s  o f the same face , and each r e f le c t s  Rayber to  h im self;
When Rayber had f i r s t  opened th e  door in  the middle o f the n ig h t 
r.d had seen T arw ate r 's  fa c e —w hite , drawn by some unfathomable 
hunger and p rid e —he had remained fo r  an in s ta n t  frozen  before 
what might have been a m irro r th ru s t  toward him in  a nightm are. 
The face  befo re  him was h is  own, bu t the  eyes were n o t h is  own. 
(p . 361*)
Rayber re fu se s  to  see h im self in  th e se  o th e rs ; he f a i l s  to  look in to
162
B ishop 's  eyes, o r in to  T arw a te r 's , to  "decipher" th e  humanity which i s  
th e re  demanding a fe llo w  humanity from him. The r e s u l t  i s  a f a i l u r e  to  
rece iv e  g race , and a blocking o f the  c h a ra c te rs ' d riv e s  to  become human:
When they reached th e  house he went in  and s t r a ig h t  to  bed w ithout 
tu rn in g  to  look a t  th e  b o y 's  w hite fa c e  which, d ra ined  but expec­
ta n t ,  lin g e re d  a moment a t  the  th re sh o ld  o f h is  door as i f  w aiting  
f o r  an in v i ta t io n  to  e n te r .
The n ex t day, too l a t e ,  he had th e  sense o f oppo rtu n ity  m issed. 
T arw ate r 's  face  had hardened again and the  s te e ly  gleam in  h is  eye 
was l ik e  th e  g l i n t  o f a  m etal door sea led  a g a in s t an in tru d e r .
(pp. 386, 387) R ayber's  face  had the  wooden look i t  wore when h is  
hearing  a id  was o f f .  He d id  n o t see the  b o y 's  expression  a t  a l l .
. . . Through h is  fu ry  he could n o t d isce rn  th a t  f o r  the  f i r s t  
tim e the b o y 's  eyes were subm issive, (p . 383)
Imm ediately befo re  th i s  r e je c t io n ,  Rayber had been r e je c te d  h im se lf. Af­
t e r  gazing a t th e  b e a u t ifu l  young g i r l  a t  the  re v iv a l ,  and im agining him­
s e l f  as h e r s a v io r , he had f e l t  "as i f  he had been s tru ck  by an in v i s i ­
b le  b o lt"  (p . 385) when th e  g i r l  accused him o f being deaf to  th e  word 
o f  the Lord. His response had been to  shu t o f f  h is  h earing  a id , to  r e ­
t r e a t  in to  h im se lf: "A s i l e n t  dark r e l i e f  enclosed him l ik e  s h e l te r  a f ­
t e r  a torm enting wind" (p . 383). Because he so i s o la te s  h im se lf, Rayber 
i s  l e f t  w ith  no th ing  when Bishop, h is  lin k  w ith  humanity, i s  taken from 
him.
U nlike Rayber, Tarwater f in d s  th e  humanity he has been elud ing  
in  h is  d e s ire  to  become a p rophet of w rath and r ig h teo u sn ess . A fte r  he 
does h is  b e s t  to  deny h is  own humanity by drowning Bishop, Tarwater f in d s  
th a t  he i s  very much su b je c t to  human p e r i l s  when he i s  d e f ile d  by the  
t ra v e lin g  salesm an. A fte r h is  traum atic  experience he has h is  second 
v is io n  o f  the feed ing  o f the  m u ltitu d es , and th i s  time he accep ts the 
p a r t  he must p lay : he i s  one of the  m asses. Thus, he i s  p repared  to  r e ­
tu rn  to  th e  c i ty ,  to  h is  fe llo w  "ch ild ren  of God," to  warn them o f the 
" te r r ib le  speed o f m ercy." Wearing on h is  face  the  d i r t  from h is  g re a t-
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u n c le 's  g rave— a symbol t h a t  he has accep ted  h i s  own human c o n d it io n , he 
w i l l  n o t go to  burn  c le a n  th e  eyes o f  o th e r s .  For T arw ater has had h is  
own eyes burned , and th e  c le a n s in g  f i r e  w i l l  now p e rm it him to  see him­
s e l f  and o th e rs  as  p a r t  o f  th e  same scheme, in  need o f th e  same m ercy.
The n o v e l 's  p o s i t iv e  developm ent o f  T arw ater i s  q u a l i f i e d  by the  
f a c t  t h a t  h i s  new-found human id e n t i t y  rem ains u n te s te d .  A m ajor f law  
o f th e  book l i e s  in  i t s  f a i l u r e  to  b rid g e  th e  gap betw een th e  sym bolic 
and th e  c o n c re te , to  embody in  n a r r a t iv e  form  th e  a l t e r e d  v is io n  o f  t h i s  
c h a ra c te r  who se es  r e a l i t y  in  th e  symbols o f h i s  p ro p h e tic  m iss io n . Thus, 
R a y b e r 's  f a i l u r e  i s  more g ra p h ic a l ly  p o r tra y e d  th an  T a rw a te r 's  su c c e ss , 
as  th e  c e n t r a l  n a r r a t iv e  m erely  p re p a re s  th e  boy to  f in d  h is  human id en ­
t i t y  by su b m ittin g  him to  a  s e r i e s  o f e x p e rien c e s  which cause him to  see 
t h a t  he i s  n o t d e s tin e d  to  s i t  in  judgm ent o f  hum anity. R a y b e r 's  d e fe a t  
i s  f i n a l :  h is  o v e r re lia n c e  upon h i s  r a t i o n a l  f a c u l ty  and h is  r e p re s s io n
o f  h i s  em otions makes o f  him an autom aton. The book su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  
danger o f  t h i s  k in d  o f d e -p e r s o n a l iz a t io n  e x i s t s  n o t on ly  in  p u r s u i t  o f 
a f a c i l e  p h i la n th ro p y , b u t in  r e l i g io u s  m isan th ropy  as w e l l .  But by 
a llo w in g  T arw ater to  be purged  o f h i s  m isan th ropy , O 'Connor c le a r ly  shows 
t h a t  i t  i s  s a f e r  to  e r r  on th e  s id e  o f m ystery  th an  o f f a c t .  T a rw a te r 's  
r e l i g io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  can be t a i l o r e d  to  m eet th e  needs o f  the  s e l f  in  
a human fa s h io n . However, s in c e  th e  book fo cu se s  upon th e  undoing o f 
Rayber and th e  n e g a tio n  o f T a rw a te r 's  e a r l i e r  im p u lses , th e  term s o f t h i s  
new s e n s i b i l i t y  rem ain a b s t r a c t .  In  t h i s  sense  The V io le n t Bear I t  Away 
i s  a  l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l  novel th an  Wise Blood. I t  a tte m p ts  to  move i t s  
main c h a ra c te r  beyond th e  f u t i l i t y  o f a c tio n  w ith o u t g ra c e , b u t f a i l s  
to  p ro v id e  a  mode o f a c tio n  th rough  which th e  re a d e r  w i l l  be a b le  to  
id e n t i f y  th e  c h a ra c te r  as  one who has been "sa v e d ."
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Hazel Motes and F ran c is  Marion Tarwater are  both involved in  ob­
se ss iv e  quests  to  f in d  an id e n t i ty  in  term s of two c e n tr a l  f a c t s  o f l i f e  
in  O 'Connor's w orld. The f i r s t  i s  th a t  th a t  w orld i s  a v is ib ly  de-hu- 
manizing p la c e . This f a c t  I  have e s ta b lish e d  throughout my study. The 
second f a c t  of l i f e  in  O 'C onnor's w orld i s  something I  have d e a lt  w ith 
le s s  d i r e c t ly ,  namely the  pervasive  in flu en ce  o f r e l ig io u s  v is io n  in  
th a t  w orld. V ir tu a lly  a l l  o f O 'C onnor's c h a ra c te rs  are fo rced  to  de­
term ine th e i r  id e n t i t i e s  on the b a s is  o f a re l ig io u s  s tan ce , and o ften  
th a t  stance assumes such extreme p ropo rtio n s  as to  become gro tesque. 
Because the  quest fo r ,  or th e  d en ia l o f ,  a re l ig io u s  id e n t i ty  becomes 
such a dominant p a r t  of the  la rg e r  is su e  o f s e l f - id e n t i t y  fo r  her char­
a c te r s ,  I  w i l l  conclude my study by suggesting  why O'Connor found r e l i ­
g ious v is io n  to  be such an in te g ra l  p a r t  of th e  human experience.
O'Connor h e r s e lf  p rov ides p a r t  o f the reason  when she says th a t  
her n a tiv e  reg io n , and hence her f i c t io n a l  m a te r ia l ,  demands th a t  she 
g ive re l ig io n  an im portant ro le  in  her w r itin g . She says th a t  in  the  
South the  b asic  term s of ex is ten ce  are s t i l l  th e o lo g ic a l,  and th a t  the 
Southerner, i f  n o t " C h r is t-c e n te re d ," i s  in e v ita b ly  "C hrist-haun ted .
But th i s  answer i s  only p a r t i a l l y  s a t is fy in g , fo r  i t  r a is e s  the fu r th e r  
question  o f why she chose th i s  aspec t o f the Southern m e n ta lity  as a 
major su b jec t m a tte r . Why, fo r  in s ta n c e , are no t F a u lk n e r 's  ch a ra c te rs  
equally  "C hrist-haunted"?  C le a rly , the  need to  e s ta b l is h  a re lig io u s  
id e n t i ty  i s  O 'Connor's metaphor f o r  one human response to  th e  de-human­
iz in g  world she en v is io n s . I f  th e  drug s to re  window Enoch Emery sees 
and th e  brace shop of "The Lame S h a ll E n ter F i r s t "  are  metaphors fo r
O'Connor, Mystery and Manners, p . 14*.
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O 'C onnor's  v is io n  o f  th e  modern w orld , th en  th e  c ra z e d  r e l ig io u s  v is io n ­
a r i e s  she p o r tr a y s  r e p re s e n t  a  c o u n te r in g  v i s io n .  T h e ir  g e s tu re s  a re  
n o n - r a t io n a l  re sp o n ses  to  a  w orld  whose e x c e ss iv e  r e l ia n c e  upon reaso n  
and lo g ic  th re a te n s  to  tu rn  p eop le  in to  autom atons, o r  w orse—to  send 
them o f f  in  c a t t l e - c a r s  in  th e  name o f  th e  ex trem ely  lo g ic a l  and c o ld ly  
r a t i o n a l  o rd e r  o f  fa sc ism . Such c h a ra c te r s  a re  m is f i t s  a s  much as i s  
th e  M is f i t  h im se lf , f o r  th ey  re fu s e  to  ac ce p t th e  g ivens o f  th e  modern 
w orld , th e  r a t i o n a l ,  economic, o r  s o c ia l  o rd e r  sought by such c h a ra c te r s  
a s  R ayber, Mrs. G re e n le a f, and M rs. T u rp in . Thus, th ey  become comic 
c h a ra c te r s  in  a v e ry  r e a l  se n se : t h e i r  a c tio n s  a re  lau g h ab ly  o u t o f
whack w ith  th e  accep ted  b eh a v io r o f t h e i r  s o c ie ty .  Because th e  r e l ig io u s  
im pulse i s  i n s t i n c t iv e  and i r r a t i o n a l ,  i t  a llow s f o r  a f u l l e r  e x p re ss io n  
o f  th e  human s p i r i t  th an  do th e  more narrow ly  r a t i o n a l  modes o f o rd e r in g  
e x p e rien ce  many o f  O 'C onnor's  c h a ra c te r s  p u rsu e . Her f i c t i o n  im p lie s  
t h a t  to  become f u l l y  human one m ust tra n sc e n d  th e  l im i t s  o f human i n s t i ­
t u t i o n a l  o rd e r  and open th e  s e l f  to  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f an e x is te n c e  
w ith o u t a  d is c e r n ib le  o rd e r . In  O 'C onnor's  w orld  th e  elem ent o f  m ystery  
means th e  accep tance  o f  an i d e n t i t y  which d e r iv e s  n o t  from  v i s i b l e  and 
w e ll-d e f in e d  to k en s o f s e lf -w o r th ,  b u t  r a th e r  from a  l a r g e r  sense  o f 
o n e 's  p la c e  in  th e  human nexus. And a  c h a ra c te r  whose s e l f  i s  stamped 
w ith  t h i s  elem ent o f  m ystery  may w e ll be c low nish  because h is  b eh av io r 
and h i s  v a lu e s  w i l l  ten d  to  v io la te  th e  s ta n d a rd s  o f  a c c e p ta b i l i ty  and 
norm alcy o f  h is  s o c ia l  m il ie u .
The r e l ig io u s  f a n a t ic  i s  n o t th e  on ly  s to ck  f ig u r e  in  O 'C onnor's  
f i c t i o n  whose extrem e b eh av io r i s  an a tte m p t to  c o u n te r  th e  de-hum anizing 
in f lu e n c e  o f  h e r  w orld . G ra tu ito u s  v io le n c e  and m oral p a r a ly s i s  a re  
two o th e r  extrem e re sp o n se s , and th e  c r im in a l  and th e  ja d e d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
assume th e s e  s ta n c e s  in  v a in  a tte m p ts  to  f in d  i d e n t i t y  where o th e rw ise
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th ey  would have none. Each o f th ese  th re e  responses assumes th e  gro­
te sq u e  p ropo rtions of th e  world O'Connor p o r tra y s , and through them 
O'Connor d e l ib e ra te ly  t r i e s  to  shock a complacent audience. Thus she 
says th a t  " i t  i s  when th e  freak  can be sensed as a f ig u re  fo r  our essen­
t i a l  displacem ent th a t  he a t ta in s  some depth in  our l i t e r a t u r e ." ^  By 
p o rtra y in g  extreme responses to  what she sees as our w orld, she hoped 
to  show the e x te n t to  which the  e s s e n t ia l  se lfhood  of each of us i s  d is ­
p la ced  by th e  g ro tesquery  o f th a t  w orld, and by our acquiescence to  i t .  
There i s  a sense in  which her f i c t io n  o f fe r s  th re e  cho ices fo r  human 
n a tu re : to  be h e ld  c ap tiv e  by a de-humanizing w orld, to  break ou t of
th e  de-humanizing p a t te rn s  o f ex isten ce  through extreme v io len ce , o r to 
ren d er the s e l f  c low n-like  by defying th e  m echanical o rd er of th e  world, 
by seeking in s te a d  a human order and a human id e n t i ty  which i s  in h e re n tly  
comic because i t  accep ts m ystery as w ell as th e  f a c t  which i s  th e  b asis  
f o r  th e  accepted o rd e r. Such p ro p h e t-f ig u re s  in  her s to r ie s  as the  Tar- 
w ate rs  and P arker, although they seek a d iv ine  o rder and no t a human one, 
o f f e r  a more e f f e c t iv e  coun tering  v is io n  than  th e  c rim in a l o r th e  cynic 
to  th e  c ra ss  m a te r ia l i s t i c  in flu en ces  which th re a te n  human id e n t i ty .  
P a rk e r 's  in s t in c t iv e  need fo r  Sarah Ruth, and young T arw ate r 's  d iscovery  
th a t  ju s t ic e  and w rath need to  be tempered w ith  mercy, both show th a t  
O'Connor sought a human o rd e r in  th e  d ire c tio n  o f th e  re l ig io u s  mystery 
both  these  c h a ra c te rs  experience.
In  O 'C onnor's f i c t io n a l  w orld, then , c h a ra c te rs  employ a  v a r ie ty  
o f  s t r a te g ie s  and assume a  number o f stances in  th e i r  q u ests  to  f in d  and 
m ain ta in  id e n t i t i e s  as in d iv id u a ls . Her w orld and i t s  in s t i tu t i o n s  work 
around an e s ta b lish e d  o rd e r which i s  in im ic a l to  human needs and which
^O'Connor, Mystery and Manners, p .
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th w arts  human im pulses. When c h a ra c te rs  r e ly  upon images o f them selves 
which are in  f a c t  badges o f an id e n t i ty  based upon s o c ia l ,  economic, o r 
r a c i a l  d is t in c t io n s ,  th e  id e n t i ty  they  achieve i s  n o t a human one, one 
which d eriv es  from recognizab ly  human v a lu es . R ather, such an id e n t i ty  
d e riv e s  from th e  o b je c ts  they  embrace, th e  symbols o f who they  a re . Thus 
they  meet the  ex p ec ta tio n s  o f a m ilie u  which determ ines th a t  they  w i l l  
in te r a c t  as anim als o r as m achines. They become, in  sh o r t ,  as d e-p er- 
so nalized  as the  symbols they  re v e re . But some o f her c h a ra c te rs  achieve 
a v is io n  o f the  s e l f  as in te g ra l ly  r e la te d  to ,  and no t q u a l i ta t iv e ly  
d i f f e r e n t  from, o th e rs . This i s  th e  experience o f g race , th e  experience 
which g ives an in d iv id u a l th e  means to  negate  th e  d e -p e rso n a liz in g  e f ­
f e c t s  of h is  w orld. Because th e  o p e ra tio n  o f th i s  grace i s  a t  the th e ­
m atic c e n te r  of O 'C onnor's f i c t io n ,  her work i s ,  in  the  l a s t  a n a ly s is , 
a f f irm a tiv e . As I  have shown, much o f the  work focuses upon th e  anim al, 
m echanical, and in s t i tu t i o n a l  fo rc e s  which deny the  human elem ent. But 
throughout her f i c t io n ,  she den ies th e  tyranny o f those  fo rces  by a s s e r t ­
ing  th a t  a human s p i r i t  can be expressed to  rep u d ia te  th e  r ig id  d ic ta te s  
o f an im personal s o c ia l  o rd er.
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